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The University of Texas–Pan American (UTPA), at the most southern 
tip of South Texas is located about 20 minutes from the Texas-Mexico 
border. As a result of its location, the University as a whole has 
about an 87 to 88 percent Hispanic student population. The College 
of Education (COE) enrolls an approximately 98 percent Hispanic 
student population, with most being first generation college students, in 
many cases the very first to have graduated from high school in their 
family. The majority of the students are over 25, working, married 
or single parents, and taking at least six years to graduate because 
of family commitments. Enrollment during fall 2003 was 2,854 at 
the undergraduate level and 1,022 graduate students. The College 
of Education has the distinction of preparing the highest number of 
bilingual education teachers in the nation, and is number two in the 
state of Texas for the number of teachers prepared in general. So, 
needless to say, at the College of Education, the teacher preparation 
program is large, and it requires a high level of energy and a lot of 
teamwork to deliver a high quality program.

National Leader in Teacher Preparation

Being a leader in teacher preparation is one of the three top goals 
that the university president designated three years ago. The College 
of Education embraced the goal and has focused on accomplishing the 
goal. We have the opportunity to do what we do best, and that is to 
prepare teachers for the area that we live in, and also for the rest 
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of the nation. Our students are recruited from all over the country but, 
because most of the students have family ties in South Texas, they stay 
and find employment in the area. The College of Education at UTPA 
indeed prepares the highest number of Bilingual Education teachers in 
the nation, but quality is just as important as quantity. How can both 
be achieved?

At the Core of Curriculum Alignment

The subject of curriculum alignment is not new to the College of 
Education. The faculty figured out a long time ago that if we wanted 
the students to be highly qualified when they graduated, to be able 
to pass state teacher licensure exams, and to be competent in the 
classroom that a curriculum based on the following was needed: 
effective practices, based on field experiences, on theory and 
knowledge about the teaching/learning process as well as on child 
and adolescent development. The COE has gone through a curriculum 
alignment restructuring process every time the state of Texas requires 
changes. This happens every eight to ten years.

About two years ago the certification levels were restructured in Texas 
from two levels, elementary and secondary, to three levels, early 
childhood through 4th grade, middle school, and high school. As 
the new standards were being set in Texas by the State Board for 
Educator Certification (SBEC) and the Texas Education Code, they were 
studied by the faculty of the College of Education. The new standards 
require that teacher preparation be a field-based program, and that 
there be benchmarks and assessments built into the curriculum. The 
primary standards that the faculty had to pay attention to were the 
standards for the new teacher licensure examinations called the Texas 
Examinations of Educator Standards (TExES™), developed by the SBEC 
with the contracted services of National Evaluation Systems, Inc. (NES ®). 
For us, alignment means having class activities and assignments use 
the best practice methods that support the competencies from the TExES 
Standards. We focus on how the lesson/activity/assignment addresses 
the competencies that support best practice while also providing pre-
service teachers insight into questions that may appear on the TExES.
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Integration of Technology

These new standards call for the integration of technology. Technology 
was something that was integrated into the teacher preparation 
program back in the 1990s by offering technology training to students 
in labs, to having technology integrated into our curriculum and 
having technology use modeled by the faculty. Preparing teachers 
to use technology requires more than teaching technology skills. To 
ensure that pre-service teachers comprehend the value of integrating 
technology into their instruction, the decision was made to model the 
use of technology as a learning tool in all teacher preparation classes. 
Technology has become not only a tool for instruction, but also a 
tool for making things easier and more effective for teachers in the 
classroom. 

Alignment to National Standards

National standards, especially those for the National Council for 
Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) were also studied. At this 
time the certification programs for teacher preparation at COE are 
also aligned to national standards. The process of curriculum alignment 
takes time and requires constant reviewing for improvement. It is a 
long and important process, especially when the state holds colleges 
accountable for results of licensure exams. 

Vital Partnership with Public Schools

Aligning curriculum requires partnering with schools and examining 
standards from different associations. From the mid 1990s, the College 
of Education has had very strong partnerships with public schools in 
the Rio Grande Valley in South Texas. The new teacher preparation 
programs were collaboratively developed by school partners, by faculty 
in the College of Arts and Humanities, in the College of Science 
and Engineering, and in the College of Education, making sure that 
everyone had ownership. All of this work resulted in new courses 
or altered courses that had to get approved, new course syllabi, 
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common course syllabi for the common courses and, most importantly, 
benchmarks and assessments to ensure that we were preparing a 
highly qualified teacher.

Five Critical Teaching Proficiencies 

Curriculum alignment also involved embracing the proficiencies set 
by the state of Texas for teachers in learner-centered schools. Five 
proficiencies have been identified as measures of effective teachers. 
Teachers must possess learner-centered knowledge, and practice 
learner-centered instruction, equity in excellence for all learners, 
learner-centered communication, and learner-centered professional 
development. Under each of these proficiencies are domains or strands 
and under each are specific competencies (see Appendix A). The next 
step in the process is to identify courses, whether they are existing 
courses or new courses, and aligning those courses to the different 
learner-centered domains and competencies. 

The best way to demonstrate alignment is to develop grids which show 
the courses as well as the domains and competencies they cover (see 
Table 1). Once the grid is completed, the contents of each of the 
courses is examined to ensure that content, benchmarks, assessments, 
and fieldwork are all developed and aligned. Based on the most current 
curriculum alignment, the first group to take the TExES last spring, 
i.e., the group that has gone through the newly aligned curriculum, 
had an 86 percent pass rate. This initial success is attributed to the 
alignment work that has been done, to the work the faculty continues 
to do, and to collaboration with public school partners. We are indeed 
preparing highly qualified teachers for public schools. Ensuring quality 
delivery in all degree and certification programs is one of the College 
of Education’s goals in its strategic action plan for this year.
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Table 1

Secondary Teacher Preparation Block 1 TExES Alignment

EDCI 4301 EDCI 4307 *READ 4351

Domain Competency Domain Competency Domain Competency

I 3a I 1.1 I 3a

I 3d I 1.2 I 3e

I 4e I 1.3 I 4c

I 4g I 1.4 I 4h

I 4i I 1.5 III 7b

III 9a I 1.6 III 8a

III 9b I 1.7 III 8c

III 9c I 1.8 III 8g

III 9d I 1.9 III 9a

III 9e I 1.10 III 9b

III 9f I 1.11 III 9c

III 9g I 3.2 III 9e

III 9h I 4.1 III 9f

IV 11a I 4.2 III 9g

IV 11b III 8.6 III 9h

IV 11c III 8.7

IV 11d III 9.1

IV 11e III 9.2

IV 11f III 9.3

IV 12a III 9.4

IV 12b III 9.5

IV 12c III 9.6

IV 12d III 9.7

IV 12e III 9.8

IV 12f

IV 12g

IV 12h

IV 12i

IV 13a

IV 13b

IV 13c

IV 13d

IV 13e

IV 13f

IV 13g
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College-Based Alternate Teaching Route

Teacher retention studies reveal that teachers prepared through a field-
based teacher preparation program remain in the profession longer 
than teachers prepared through alternative routes. In South Texas, as 
in many other states, a teacher shortage exists. Therefore, “for profit” 
programs that minimally prepare teachers to pass licensure exams 
have been approved by state agencies. They prepare teachers without 
coursework, through weekend seminars and workshops. These teacher 
programs are called Alternative Certification Programs (ACPs). The 
College of Education at the University of Texas–Pan American has had 
an alternative certification program since 1986. It is very different from 
the “for-profit” teacher certification programs, because our college-
based program is centered on coursework and a year-long supervised 
internship. The ACP coursework required for different certification areas 
is also aligned to TExES domains and competencies. Our ACP is a 
program that responds to degreed individuals who want to make a 
career change or to recently degreed students who want to go into 
teaching. A degreed individual who qualifies for the ACP can complete 
the required coursework, teach for one year under a mentor teacher 
and College of Education supervisor, pass the state teacher licensure 
exams, and be certified as a highly qualified teacher in one year.

Changes to Field-Based Curriculum Alignment

Our COE program is field-based, which means that the elementary 
or the early childhood to grade 4 (EC–4) student teaching population, 
by the time they graduate as teachers, have almost 1,000 hours of 
classroom experience. The students go out into the field the first semester 
of junior year, which is when the teacher preparation program begins. 
The day program is a four-semester program, so that by the time 
they complete their student teaching they are very knowledgeable and 
understand what it involves to work with students of diverse populations, 
what it involves to work with second-language learners, and what it 
involves to work with students who are exceptional, whether gifted 
or special education. Secondary school preparation students graduate 
with almost 700 hours of field work. Another component that is very 
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important to our teacher preparation program is a service project, 
because we believe that teachers must be aware that their profession 
extends beyond the four walls of the classroom.

Aligning curriculum to new teacher standards takes a lot of time and 
effort, a committed faculty, and work with public school partners as 
well as with state officials. It takes constant communication and it is 
never over. All of these activities are necessary to prepare highly 
qualified teacher and they are all important and nonnegotiable. 

Alignment of State Standards/Teacher Preparation Program Standards
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Appendix A

Proficiencies for Teachers 
Learner-Centered Schools

LEARNER-CENTERED KNOWLEDGE

The teacher possesses and draws on a rich knowledge base of content, 
pedagogy, and technology to provide relevant and meaningful learning 
experiences for all students.

The teacher exhibits a strong working knowledge of subject matter 
and enables students to better understand patterns of thinking specific 
to a discipline. The teacher stays abreast of current knowledge and 
practice within the content area, related disciplines, and technology; 
participates in professional development activities; and collaborates with 
other professionals. Moreover, the teacher contributes to the knowledge 
base and understands the pedagogy of the discipline.

As the teacher guides learners to construct knowledge through 
experiences, they learn about relationships among and within the 
central themes of various disciplines while also learning how to learn. 
Recognizing the dynamic nature of knowledge, the teacher selects 
and organizes topics so students make clear connections between 
what is taught in the classroom and what they experience outside the 
classroom. As students probe these relationships, the teacher encourages 
discussion in which both the teacher’s and the students’ opinions are 
valued. To further develop multiple perspectives, the teacher integrates 
other disciplines, learners’ interests, and technological resources so that 
learners consider the central themes of the subject matter from as many 
different cultural and intellectual viewpoints as possible.

LEARNER-CENTERED INSTRUCTION

To create a learner-centered community, the teacher collaboratively 
identifies needs; and plans, implements, and assesses instruction using 
technology and other resources.

The teacher is a leader of a learner-centered community, in which an 
atmosphere of trust and openness produces a stimulating exchange of 
ideas and mutual respect. The teacher is a critical thinker and problem 
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solver who plays a variety of roles when teaching. As a coach, the 
teacher observes, evaluates, and changes directions and strategies 
whenever necessary. As a facilitator, the teacher helps students link 
ideas in the content area to familiar ideas, to prior experiences, and 
to relevant problems. As a manager, the teacher effectively acquires, 
allocates, and conserves resources. By encouraging self-directed 
learning and by modeling respectful behavior, the teacher effectively 
manages the learning environment so that optimal learning occurs.

Assessment is used to guide the learner community. By using assessment 
as an integral part of instruction, the teacher responds to the needs 
of all learners. In addition, the teacher guides learners to develop 
personally meaningful forms of self-assessment.

The teacher selects materials, technology, activities, and space that 
are developmentally appropriate and designed to engage interest in 
learning. As a result, learners work independently and cooperatively 
in a positive and stimulating learning climate fueled by self-discipline 
and motivation.

Although the teacher has a vision for the destination of learning, 
students set individual goals and plan how to reach the destination. 
As a result, they take responsibility for their own learning, develop 
a sense of the importance of learning for understanding, and begin 
to understand themselves as learners. The teacher’s plans integrate 
learning experiences and various forms of assessment that take into 
consideration the unique characteristics of the learner community. The 
teacher shares responsibility for the results of this process with all 
members of the learning community.

Together, learners and teachers take risks in trying out innovative ideas 
for learning. To facilitate learning, the teacher encourages various types 
of learners to shape their own learning through active engagement, 
manipulation, and examination of ideas and materials. Critical thinking, 
creativity, and problem solving spark further learning. Consequently, 
there is an appreciation of learning as a life-long process that builds 
a greater understanding of the world and a feeling of responsibility 
toward it.

Alignment of State Standards/Teacher Preparation Program Standards
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EQUITY IN EXCELLENCE FOR ALL LEARNERS

The teacher responds appropriately to diverse groups of learners.

The teacher not only respects and is sensitive to all learners but also 
encourages the use of all their skills and talents. As the facilitator 
of learning, the teacher models and encourages appreciation for 
students’ cultural heritage, unique endowments, learning styles, interests, 
and needs. The teacher also designs learning experiences that show 
consideration for these student characteristics.

Because the teacher views differences as opportunities for learning, 
cross-cultural experiences are an integral part of the learner-centered 
community. In addition, the teacher establishes a relationship between 
the curriculum and community cultures. While making this connection, 
the teacher and students explore attitudes that foster unity. As a result, 
the teacher creates an environment in which learners work cooperatively 
and purposefully using a variety of resources to understand themselves, 
their immediate community, and the global society in which they live.

LEARNER-CENTERED COMMUNICATION

While acting as an advocate for all students and the school, the teacher 
demonstrates effective professional and interpersonal communication 
skills.

As a leader, the teacher communicates the mission of the school 
with learners, professionals, families, and community members. With 
colleagues, the teacher works to create an environment in which taking 
risks, sharing new ideas, and innovative problem solving are supported 
and encouraged. With citizens, the teacher works to establish strong 
and positive ties between the school and the community.

Because the teacher is a compelling communicator, students begin to 
appreciate the importance of expressing their views clearly. The teacher 
uses verbal, nonverbal, and media techniques so that students explore 
ideas collaboratively, pose questions, and support one another in their 
learning. The teacher and students listen, speak, read, and write in a 
variety of contexts; give multimedia and artistic presentations; and use 
technology as a resource for building communication skills. The teacher 
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incorporates techniques of inquiry that enable students to use different 
levels of thinking.

The teacher also communicates effectively as an advocate for each 
learner. The teacher is sensitive to concerns that affect learners and 
takes advantage of community strengths and resources for the learners’ 
welfare.

LEARNER-CENTERED PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

The teacher, as a reflective practitioner dedicated to all students’ 
success, demonstrates a commitment to learn, to improve the profession, 
and to maintain professional ethics and personal integrity.

As a learner, the teacher works within a framework of clearly 
defined professional goals to plan for and profit from a wide variety 
of relevant learning opportunities. The teacher develops an identity 
as a professional, interacts effectively with colleagues, and takes a 
role in setting standards for teacher accountability. In addition, the 
teacher uses technological and other resources to facilitate continual 
professional growth.

To strengthen the effectiveness and quality of teaching, the teacher 
actively engages in an exchange of ideas with colleagues, observes 
peers, and encourages feedback from learners to establish a successful 
learning community. As a member of a collaborative team, the teacher 
identifies and uses group processes to make decisions and solve 
problems.

The teacher exhibits the highest standard of professionalism and bases 
daily decisions on ethical principles. To support the needs of learners, 
the teacher knows and uses community resources, school services, and 
laws relating to teacher responsibilities and student rights. Through these 
activities, the teacher contributes to the improvement of comprehensive 
educational programs as well as programs within specific disciplines.
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