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Learner-Centered Schools for Texas (1994) describes in narrative
form the state-adopted proficiencies for administrators, listed
below.

State-Adopted Proficiencies for Administrators

Learner-Centered Leadership
Learner-Centered Climate

Learner-Centered Curriculum and Instruction
Learner-Centered Professional Development

Equity in Excellence for All Learners
Learner-Centered Communication
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These proficiencies are condensed from and grounded in the
National Policy Board for Educational Administration's
research resulting in 21 domains for educational administra-
tion. These domains are delineated in Principals for Our
Changing Times (Thomason, 1993) and are even more
practically expounded upon in Skills for Successful 21st
Century School Leaders (Hoyle, English, & Steffy, 1998).

A Problem for Students and Preparers Alike
The Texas learner-centered proficiencies for administrators
are packaged concisely on six pages in a 17-page booklet that
also includes other similarly packaged Texas educator
proficiencies. The problem is that many students in educator
preparation programs do not understand how to unwrap the
proficiency packaging in a way that increases their compre-
hension of what they must know and do to be proficient
Texas educators. Simply reading the booklet may not be
sufficient. Furthermore, the vast majority of educator
preparation students come from middle-class and suburban
backgrounds, and their image of the students they will teach
in Texas is too narrowly defined (Haberman, 1998). Educator
preparation students must realize that their application of the
proficiencies will have to address the education of all
students. If an educator preparation program is unable to
broaden its students' image of learners and to engage all its
students so that they acquire deep and practical comprehen-
sion of the proficiencies, the students will not pass the
Examination for the Certification of Educators in Texas
(ExCET). If enough of the program's students fail the ExCET
over a specified period of time, the program's accreditation to
continue educator preparation will be rescinded. It is the
program's primary responsibility, then, to unwrap and
rewrap the Texas proficiencies in such a way that prospective
educators "get their heads wrapped around" these pro-
ficiencies. Music teachers emphasize that one must "get
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inside the song" to sing it well. Mathematics teachers know
that their students must "internalize" the formulas and
principles of algebra, geometry, trigonometry, and calculus
to be competent architects and engineers. In both of these
examples, students are getting their heads wrapped around
proficiencies for the purpose of becoming competent. Educa-
tion professors and professionals must ensure that educator
preparation programs do the same for their students in order
to maintain and elevate the profession. As professionals
preparing other professionals, why should we expect
anything else?

Assessing Intern Preparation
Educator preparation programs at the University of Texas at
Arlington have an overall pass rate of 84.89 percent on the
ExCET for all students across all certification areas. In the
traditionally structured educational administration program,
the pass rate is 87 percent. The pass rate in the two-year-old,
field-based administrator preparation program is 97 percent;
the highest proficiency scores average in the 80–90 percent
range. Several individual administrative interns have earned
scores of 100 percent in the Learner-Centered Curriculum
and Instruction and the Equity in Excellence for All Learners
proficiencies. The primary mission of the field-based pro-
gram is to develop administrators who can preside equitably
and competently at schools with significant minority
populations. Because of this mission, the 97 percent pass rate
includes passing scores for Hispanic, African American, and
Asian participants as well as for many women who are
currently serving as principals and assistant principals.

An understanding of the key words of the proficiencies is
critical to an assessment of intern success. In the form of
nouns, key words tell us what we are to know. In the form of
verbs, they tell us how we are to act. In the form of adjective
quantifiers, they mandate for whom and for how many people
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we are to apply our proficiency knowledge and action.
Knowledge of and practice with the key nouns, verbs, and
quantifiers of the learner-centered proficiencies help give
students a sense of preparedness. We must use key words
with caution, however. Words have different nuances of
meaning depending on an individual's experiences and con-
ceptual contexts. Test preparation based on key words alone
can bring up sociolinguistic issues if not managed skillfully
and carefully. Feelings evoked by key words, if powerful
enough, can suppress the professional meaning of the
proficiency. Key-word knowledge, actions, and motivations
should not be suppressed by test anxiety when students take
the ExCET competency tests; otherwise we may uninten-
tionally lose some potentially good educators. Students
preparing to be educators need to feel confidence in what
they know, internalize with clarity how they are supposed to
act, and project resoluteness about having the best interests
of all of their students as their uppermost concern.

The knowledge, actions, and motivations of proficient
educators must not succumb to prejudice, discrimination, or
narrow-mindedness. New educators engaging public school
students and their families in Texas must guard against the
negativity of isms—including classism, racism, and sexism—
by advocating for all children. Furthermore, new educators
must develop an overall sense of situations and their rela-
tionships to group context. Climate can be more important
than what is said in words. Experiencing the excited "feeling
tone" of an African American church or noticing your
separateness in a room where a language other than English
is spoken are examples of sensing more than words. The
competency-testing climate can negatively skew the perform-
ance of educator preparation students unless the students are
prepared with techniques that they can use to control their
overall key-word comprehension and sense of situations.
Techniques need to be used to place the learner-centered
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proficiencies and ExCET competencies into a relational
context. This relational context for understanding key words
gives the educator preparation student a sense of efficacy in a
setting where the whats are made clear for them and the hows
clearly identify the appropriate action to take. The quantifiers
act as an imperative governing their attitudes.

"Head-Wrapping" Techniques
Three linguistic techniques are used to accomplish this
unwrapping, rewrapping, and "head-wrapping" task. These
techniques are linked to a proficiency-portfolio activity that
documents the administrative interns' field-based experi-
ences and the lessons from their academic course work. This
proficiency-portfolio activity helps the program examine
each year's ExCET scores and evaluate the extent to which
the preparation program enables the interns' acquisition of
the proficiencies. The three linguistic techniques taught to the
administrative interns are to

• underline/bracket nouns and their modifiers in each of
the proficiencies. This technique highlights what interns
need to know to pass the ExCET and become competent
administrators in Texas.

• circle the verbs accompanying each of the nouns in the
proficiencies. This technique identifies how competent
administrators in Texas are supposed to act, which will also
help them select appropriate actions in the ExCET
decision-set test questions.

• notice the qualifiers in the proficiencies in order to
embrace the imperative that school success is expected from
everyone in the Texas school population, regardless of
age, ethnicity, gender, national origin, and socioeconomic
status. This imperative is especially important when
interns are presented with discriminatory subtleties in
school situations.
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When the interns have examined the proficiencies using
these three linguistic techniques, the results are translated
into contextual phrases that go onto a proficiency matrix.
This matrix acts as a checklist around which the interns'
portfolios are organized and evaluated. Each of the six
proficiencies has its own section in the matrix and contains
its own competency phrases germane to the knowledge and
skills for that proficiency. Also on the proficiency matrix are
recommended types of documentation—such as reports,
agendas, school-improvement plans, memoranda, inven-
tories, public relations and media bulletins, and financial
records—to be used as tangible evidence that an intern has
successfully mastered a particular competency and can
connect the proficiency with one or several of the National
Policy Board's 21 domains for educational administration.
Each portfolio is inspected by a supervising professor in
consultation with the intern. Finally, portfolio chronicles are
written by the intern to serve as narrative explications of how
the portfolio process has helped them better understand their
own proficiency strengths and challenges in their daily lives
as administrative interns. The interns are not simply reading
the proficiencies in the hope that their comprehension will
have valuable applications; by engaging in this process, they
are having their heads wrapped around the learner-centered
proficiencies.

Evaluating Program Performance
Assessing student preparation for proficiency testing is one
thing; evaluating why the preparation program teaches what
it does is quite another. Is the program successfully pre-
paring educators, and how do the ExCET scores help
program officials realistically evaluate success or failure?
ExCET scores can be used to motivate program officials to
think about progress in, strengths and weaknesses of, and
challenges to the educator preparation program.
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Educational Leadership at the University of Texas at
Arlington (ELUTA) examines its ExCET results when they
arrive from National Evaluation Systems, Inc. At that point,
the previous year's program participant evaluation surveys
have already been collected from interns, mentor principals,
and other associated public school, charter school, and
private school administrators. Thus, ELUTA already knows
how those persons rate the program's ability to live up to its
commitment to cooperate, collaborate, provide service, and
allow its clients some degree of intern selection and place-
ment autonomy. In addition, the participating schools and
districts have indicated whether they are satisfied with the
help ELUTA provides toward identifying attitudes, work
ethics, and leadership qualities of potentially stellar school
administrators. The goal of the districts and schools that
participate in the university program is to develop persons
quickly for possible assignment in the most difficult urban,
low-income, and depressed learning communities in their 11
school districts. It is therefore important for program officials
to determine whether administrative interns can pass the
ExCET and pass it comfortably, with good scores in each
proficiency.

ELUTA professors anxiously await the scores for this addi-
tional program evaluation. ELUTA hopes to efficiently evalu-
ate the content and activity of its administrator preparation
program by looking closely at the disaggregated scores of
each learner-centered proficiency. ELUTA can calculate the
proficiency scores for each cohort of interns and determine
which of the learner-centered proficiencies posted the best
scores for any given group of administrative interns. ELUTA
can then reflect on and evaluate the effectiveness of
particular learning activities designed to address certain
proficiencies. It can also evaluate particular consultants,
speakers, and professors who addressed certain proficiency
topics. Where a consistent pattern exists, the reasons can be
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discussed with various participants related to the program's
efforts. Where adjustments were made for particular reasons,
the adjustments and reasons can be evaluated. Did the
adjustment do what it was intended to do? Did it improve or
exacerbate the situation? How did this year's group size,
composition, and background influence the outcomes
compared with the previous year's efforts? Should things be
changed or left as is?

After two years of evaluation, ELUTA has noticed some
interesting patterns. The highest average score each year has
been in the Learner-Centered Curriculum and Instruction
proficiency. The three highest average proficiency scores for
both years' cohorts have been in the same areas:  Equity in
Excellence for All Learners had the second-highest score for
Cohort I and the third-highest score for Cohort II; Learner-
Centered Climate had the third-highest score for Cohort I
and the second-highest score for Cohort II. The implications
of this initial trend are very positive and align with the goals
of the program. ELUTA strongly advocates for the best
teaching and learning practices for poor and minority
children. High scores in curriculum and instruction from
both cohorts support this advocacy and further justify the
program's intentional focus on educational planning, cur-
riculum assessment and alignment, and instructional tech-
nology. Instruction related to the Equity in Excellence for All
Learners proficiency is augmented by activities that recog-
nize special populations as a regular part of the educational
life of a school and by assigning interns to facilitate a school's
effort to employ multicultural approaches. The Learner-
Centered Climate proficiency activities include bringing in
legal experts to discuss equal protection and due process and
exploring the history of U.S. constitutional positions on
equity and citizenship. The Learner-Centered Climate
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proficiency also focuses attention on developing the school
organization as a high-achieving, healthy social system
through class simulations and field trips to diverse learning
communities.

Of the three proficiencies with the lowest average scores,
Learner-Centered Leadership averaged the lowest, although
none of the averages for Learner-Centered Communication,
Learner-Centered Professional Development, or Learner-
Centered Leadership were particularly low, nor are the
scores necessarily cause for alarm. Climate and communi-
cation are closely aligned, and professional development can
be a vehicle for ensuring coordinated communication and
continuity of purpose in a school. Therefore, an evaluator
could reasonably interpret that communication and profes-
sional development are being adequately addressed by real-
life learning activities that critically conceptualize an ideal
school organization and resolve real school scenarios based
on a particular set of planning-competence criteria. These
criteria emphasize systemic thinking about responsive versus
oppressive social-system rules that govern school personnel
roles and encourage responsible and affirmative learning-
community relationships. It is possible to conclude that these
program activities should be maintained, but the number of
low scores (scores below 79) on these proficiencies could
indicate a need for caution and close monitoring for future
evaluation.

Although Learner-Centered Leadership had the lowest scores
for each of the two initial years, upon deeper reflection and
comparison with the program-evaluation-survey results, the
situation may not be as problematic as it seems. ELUTA has
no control over the placement of administrative interns or the
assignment of mentor principals to them. The interns spend
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80 percent of their preparation year providing support to a
principal and, in some cases, an administrative team. Interns
are often viewed as a "bonus" person, in a "not-yet-an-
administrator" role on the school campus. This perception
may minimize the interns' development of the leadership
knowledge, actions, and motivations tested by the ExCET.
Even though the interns know what they are supposed to
know, they may have had little participation in the leader-
ship process and may have felt like an ancillary member of
the leadership team. Disaggregating the data for the low
proficiency scores in leadership and developing a monitoring
component may improve the results in this area.

A different perspective, however, can yield a more positive
view. When a school principal is a strong instructional leader
who demonstrates proficiency in curriculum and instruction;
can make equitable decisions that the entire learning com-
munity recognizes as just; and builds positive relationships
through a shared vision, meaningful professional develop-
ment efforts, and responsive communication, the climate of a
school will be affirming and uplifting. Perhaps the demon-
stration of leadership proficiency on an ExCET test is not
very relevant, because the other proficiencies illustrate the
competence of a true leader. Continued close scrutiny of this
proficiency is required until the true perspective is deter-
mined. Disaggregating each proficiency by intern sub-
grouping may reveal still more interesting variables useful in
program evaluation. Such revelations lead program officials
to action and to continuous improvement.
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Conclusion
Consciously unwrapping and rewrapping the language of
the Texas learner-centered proficiencies helps educator
preparation students get their heads wrapped around what
they need to know, do, and sense to successfully pass the
state's competency tests. It can help program officials
systematically assess proficiency knowledge in preparation
for students' participation in the profession. Carefully dis-
aggregating, examining, interpreting, and using the ExCET
score reports to measure the proficiency of participating
student groups is important. Monitoring one's educator
preparation program on the basis of unwrapped and
rewrapped ExCET proficiency data leads to proactive adjust-
ment and improvements in the program. Finally, it leads to
authentic reflection, discussion, interpretation, and evalua-
tion of the educator preparation program by the persons
most affected by it—the planners, the implementers, and the
participants who ultimately provide quality educators for
today's and tomorrow's schools.
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