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What We Can Learn from
the National Board

Diane Hughart

"The Strangest Secret:
We become
What we think about
Most of the time."

 —Earl Nightingale (as quoted by Dennis Waitley)

Two years ago I called to inquire about a field test that the
National Board for Professional Teaching Standards was
conducting in Washington, D.C. At the time, I did not realize how
the National Board would affect my life. To be honest, I really did
not know what I was getting into when I signed up to be a
participant in that first National Board field test, and once I was
involved, I was too busy to have time to assess what was going
on. So it has taken me two years to fully understand what the
National Board for Professional Teaching Standards is and where
it is headed. During that time, I have found that the more I learn
about the National Board, the more impressed I am with what it
has accomplished. I would like to share that information, not as
a staff member of the National Board, but as a teacher who has
been through the National Board Certification process.

The Need for a National Certification System

Throughout this century, teachers have stood by as other
professions, such as medicine, architecture, and accounting,
have established their credibility and grown in stature by
creating national certification systems that set high and rigorous
standards. Until now, the teaching profession has not codified
the knowledge, skills, and dispositions that account for
professional excellence, nor has it established a credible and
accepted method of recognizing outstanding teaching. As a
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teacher with an unclear path to excellence, I have often felt like
Edward Bear, better known as Winnie-the-Pooh:

Here is Edward Bear, coming downstairs now, bump,
bump, bump, on the back of his head, behind Christopher
Robin. It is, as far as he knows, the only way of coming
downstairs, but sometimes he feels that there really is
another way, if only he could stop bumping for a moment
and think of it.

—A. A. Milne, Winnie-the-Pooh

As a result of this absence of formally recognized standards,
certain misconceptions about what constitutes accomplished
teaching continue to exist. Many people believe that any
modestly educated person with some instinct for nurturing has
the qualifications to teach. However, teaching is demanding
work; teachers must make dozens of decisions daily, command a
wide body of knowledge and skills, learn to react instantly, and
be disposed to act wisely in difficult situations. While principles,
techniques, and skills guide the work, teaching is also an activity
with artistic aspects; it is a craft calling for reflection and
judgment. Accomplished teachers must accurately evaluate
student progress and needs, translate complex material into
language that students understand, exercise sound and
principled professional judgment in the face of uncertainty, and
act effectively on such judgments.

The absence of a credible and accepted method to recognize
outstanding teaching sends a message that good teaching is not
valued and that the profession does not take itself or its
responsibilities seriously. Thus, a national certification system
that commands the respect of the profession and the public will
positively affect how communities view their teachers, how
teachers view themselves, and how teachers continue to view
their teaching practice throughout their careers.

A Step Forward in Recognizing
Teaching as a Profession

In 1983 a federal report, "The Nation at Risk: The Imperative for
Educational Reform," sharply heightened public awareness that
the nation must dedicate itself to producing a kind and quality
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of education that it has never before sought. Three years after
this report, the Carnegie Task Force on Teaching as a Profession
issued another pivotal report, "A Nation Prepared: Teachers for
the 21st Century." Its leading recommendation called for the
establishment of a National Board for Professional Teaching
Standards, which was created the following year, in 1987, and
which described its purpose thus:

The mission of the National Board is to establish high and
rigorous standards for what accomplished teachers
should know and be able to do, to develop and operate a
national voluntary system to assess and certify teachers
who meet these standards, and to advance related
education reforms for the purpose of improving student
learning in American schools.

Dedicated to identifying, recognizing, and celebrating accom-
plished teaching and contributing to the successful education of
all youth, the National Board works for teachers, with teachers.
Teachers form the majority of the 63-member board of directors
and the majority of almost every committee associated with the
National Board. Teachers also work on the National Board staff,
have staff positions with National Board contractors, score
assessment exercises, and set performance standards.

The National Board is not affiliated with government organiza-
tions, unions, PTAs, or school boards; however, it works closely
with every one of these education stakeholders. Members of the
National Board's board of directors include school adminis-
trators, local and state school board members, union officials,
governors and state legislators, state education officials, teacher
educators, and business and community leaders. All of these
stakeholders are helping to define standards for accomplished
teaching and to certify teachers who meet those standards.

Currently, several standards documents are available from the
National Board; in all, standards committees will develop
standards for about 30 certification fields. The standards are
reviewed by hundreds of teachers, teaching experts, adminis-
trators, and scholars. After extensive public comment, the
standards committee finalizes the document and the National
Board’s board of directors gives final approval. The standards
are based on the National Board’s central policy statement,
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"What Teachers Should Know and Be Able to Do." This statement
and the vision of teaching it describes are based on five core
propositions:

• Teachers are committed to students and their learning.

• Teachers know the subjects they teach and how to
teach those subjects to students.

• Teachers are responsible for managing and monitoring
student learning.

• Teachers think systematically about their practice and
learn from their experience.

• Teachers are members of learning communities.

The National Board has accomplished significant work by
organizing and explaining the actions and abilities that under-
score the complexities of teaching and by creating standards to
determine proficient teaching—tasks never before wholly
completed. The Council of Chief State School Officers and the
National Association of State Boards of Education have embraced
the National Board’s central policy statement as a framework to
guide teacher assessment.

A Professional Development Experience

In addition to measuring accomplished teaching, the National
Board Certification process provides a professional development
experience through unique, innovative assessments that prompt
teachers through an extensive self-evaluation process. The
assessments are divided into two parts: a school-site portfolio
and a series of assessment-center exercises that cover the
course of two days.

The school-site portfolio requires teachers to show evidence of
teaching practice through student work, videotapes of classroom
interaction, and written commentaries that reflect their actions
and provide a window into what they do and how they think
about it. Teachers also are asked to document their involvement
with and contributions to the professional community. Most
candidates spend over 100 hours completing their portfolios.
The process of putting together a portfolio and videotaping
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classes while teaching full time is demanding; however, the fact
that the process is demanding is what makes it so fulfilling.
When I worked with the video camera in my classroom, every
student was involved. The videotaping created a sense of
excitement because it was not threatening to my students; they
knew that I was videotaping and evaluating myself. My students
saw me as a learner. What better way to promote lifelong
learning? My students saw how hard I was working at my task
and how many times I had to redo my work until it was just
right. What better way to teach commitment to learning?

The second part of the National Board assessments—the
assessment-center exercises—focuses on content knowledge as
well as age-appropriate and content-appropriate strategies
teachers use to teach the subject matter. Teachers demonstrate
their knowledge and strategies with written responses to
prompts or stimulus materials such as journal articles and
student work samples. Although some teachers disliked the
extensive writing required at the assessment center, many of us
thought that the tests were the best we had ever taken. We read
and responded to professional articles that were interesting,
informative, and thought-provoking.

Teachers who have been through the process agree that the
assessments provide a valuable learning experience. Having
experienced such alternative assessments from the student
perspective, teachers become more skilled at using alternative
assessments in their classrooms. The certification process itself
provides opportunities for teachers to reflect alone and with
their colleagues on the elements of excellent teaching practice
and to incorporate these elements into their own teaching. The
National Board Certification process creates a spirit of
camaraderie because it values collaboration and collegiality.

The National Board Advances
Related Educational Reforms

The National Board Education Policy and Reform Agenda
includes:

• creating a more effective environment for teaching and
learning in schools;
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• increasing the supply of high-quality entrants into the
profession, with special emphasis on minorities;

• determining what impact National Board Certified
teachers are having in the reform effort;

• developing a program of activities that will enable the
National Board to better understand how its standards
and assessments can influence teacher development;
and

• attracting and sustaining a diverse, excellent teacher
work force.

National Board Certification
Differs from State Licensing

To be eligible to apply for national certification, teachers must
have at least three years of teaching experience, a bachelor’s
degree, and either a state license or a teaching position in an
accredited school.

National Board Certification differs from state licensing in three
critical ways:

• A state license is mandatory and indicates that the
licensee satisfies entry-level requirements. In contrast,
National Board Certification is voluntary and signifies
accomplished teaching based on rigorous professional
criteria. National Board Certification is not a require-
ment for employment.

• State licensure requirements vary from state to state,
whereas National Board Certification standards are
uniform nationwide.

• State licensure tests and standards are created for
teachers, but usually not by teachers. Teachers play a
significant role in every aspect of the National Board’s
work.
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Assessment Activities

After an extensive field test, the National Board has awarded
National Board Certification to 81 Early Adolescence/Generalist
teachers and 90 Early Adolescence/English Language Arts
teachers out of over 500 candidates. Currently, about 200
candidates have completed the process and are waiting for the
results. For the 1995–1996 school year, the National Board
offered two additional certificates: Early Childhood/Generalist
and Middle Childhood/Generalist. For the 1996–1997 school
year, the National Board will offer six certificates with the
addition of Adolescence and Young Adulthood/Mathematics and
Early Adolescence through Young Adulthood/Art.

The following will give you an idea of the figures involved in the
Early Adolescence/English Language Arts assessment: In the
1993–1994 field test, 256 teachers turned in portfolios;
however, four did not participate in the assessment-center
exercise. Of the remaining 252 candidates, all but 22 were
scored. In the case of these 22 candidates, one or more of their
portfolio exercises contained materials that were incomplete or
unscorable as presented. Therefore, out of a pool of 230
candidates, 90 teachers successfully completed and earned
National Board Certification, for a pass rate of 39 percent.

The cost of evaluating the first group of teachers was about
$4,000 per candidate, more than four times the $975 fee now
being charged. About three-quarters of the cost went to scoring.
Prior to scoring, teacher-scorers underwent one to three days of
training. Since each exercise was scored twice to insure quality
and reliability, scoring each candidate’s English Language Arts
assessment required 14 scorers. In some cases, scoring took
23 hours. In addition, redesign of the original plan for scoring
proved to be costly and time consuming. The candidates waited
a year and a half for their test results.
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The National Board now faces the task of figuring out how to
less expensively evaluate teaching using this type of assess-
ment. The board is working to make the assessments meet five
criteria—the APPLE criteria. The assessments must be:

• Administratively feasible,

• Professionally acceptable,

• Publicly credible,

• Legally defensible, and

• Economically affordable.

The assessments field tested during 1993–1994 were found to
be professionally acceptable, publicly credible, and legally
defensible. The board is now working to make the assessments
administratively feasible and economically affordable. The costs
for the tests described earlier have dropped to about $3,000.
The costs for the field tests now underway will be about $2,500.
Considerations for reducing costs include requiring fewer but
more focused materials from teachers and having test
developers conduct their own field tests. National Board
members are confident that they can lower costs without
sacrificing quality.

Earlier this year, in a decision to perfect its first assessments
rather than create new ones, the National Board notified three
developers that it was canceling their contracts to produce three
new certification assessments. The decision means that six
certificates will be available in the fall of 1996, instead of nine as
originally planned. Members and supporters of the National
Board are disappointed to have to slow down, but they believe it
is the right thing to do. Many believe that it is reasonable for the
board to have to rethink the assessments since everything about
the assessments is new, with no knowledge base from the past.
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Will the National Board Survive?

The National Board has received significant support from
associations critical to professional and political success. Its
work is endorsed by the:

• American Association of School Administrators,

• American Federation of Teachers,

• Council for American Private Education,

• National Association of Elementary School Principals,

• National Association of Secondary School Principals,

• National Association of State Boards of Education,

• National Conference of State Legislatures,

• National Education Association,

• National Middle School Association,

• National Association of Independent Colleges and
Universities,

• International Reading Association,

• Association of Teacher Educators, and the

• Association of Colleges and Schools of Education in
State Universities and Land Grant Colleges and
Affiliated Private Organizations.

In addition, many organizations have provided valuable
encouragement and support, including the American Educational
Research Association, the Council of Chief State School Officers,
and the National Governors’ Association.

Many state governments and school districts are acknowledging
the impact of National Board Certification on improved student
learning. Teachers who are participating in the process and
those who have achieved National Board Certification are
receiving a variety of incentives and rewards, including salary
supplements, fee supports, license portability, and licensure
renewal. Some examples of state and local action include the
following:
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• Teachers in Jericho, New York, receive $2,000 for com-
pleting the process and an additional $2,000 for
achieving National Board Certification.

• North Carolina provides an annual bonus of 4 percent
to teachers who achieve National Board Certification.

• National Board Certified teachers in Ohio will receive
an annual award of $2,500 for the life of the
certificate.

• Nova University, in Broward County, Florida, presented
a National Board Certified teacher with a $25,000
scholarship to pursue graduate studies. Candidates
who were not certified were awarded a $1,000
scholarship in recognition of their lifelong
commitment to learning.

• When certificates are offered in more subject areas,
and 80 percent of the teachers in Mississippi are
eligible to apply, a National Board Certified teacher will
receive a $3,000 salary supplement.

• Alabama, Georgia, Iowa, New Mexico, North Carolina,
and Oklahoma are offering credential reciprocity.

To date, the National Board has raised a total of $37 million
through grants and contributed services from private donors and
foundations and has received $19.34 million in one-to-one
matching funds from the federal government. Recently, the
National Board received its first $5 million grant under the new
authority as provided in the Elementary and Secondary Education
Act (ESEA) to continue developing a viable system of National
Board Certification. The ESEA permits states and localities to use
ESEA funds for financial and other incentives for teachers to
become National Board Certified.

As one of the first field test participants, I have been impressed
by the National Board’s actions on our suggestions. The National
Board is allowing more time for the candidates to complete their
portfolios; is scheduling assessment-center activities in the
summer, rather than on a busy weekend during the school year;
and is making available rubrics of actual scored responses. The
certification participants that I know agree that the National
Board has treated us like professionals and has been truly
professional itself in the support it has provided.
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Many groups are helping the National Board advance the
teaching profession and improve student learning. Teachers,
administrators and superintendents, legislators and policy-
makers, school boards, parents, and teacher educators all have a
special role to play in the advancement of the National Board.

The National Board for Professional Teaching Standards has
already touched the lives of thousands of teachers and students.
It has been said that once the mind expands, it cannot go back
to its original dimensions. To borrow an analogy from
Mary-Dean Barringer, National Board Vice President of Programs
for the Advancement of Teaching: "It’s just like in the story of
the Velveteen Rabbit. Don’t you remember it? Once you are real,
you can’t become unreal again. It lasts for always."

The National Board for Professional Teaching Standards has
become "real," and like the growth it has provided and the
impact it has made, it will last for always.
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