
We fi nd ourselves in very challenging times in the fi eld of teacher 
licensing. In these years of standards-based systemic reform and robust 
accountability systems, teacher preparation is faced with walking a fi ne line 
between rigorous preparation and unnecessary barriers. At the California 
Commission on Teacher Credentialing (CCTC) we have accepted this 
challenge with both boldness and caution. To gain a be� er understanding 
of the recent and current work of the commission, and the process by 
which we arrived at the point of aligning our tests with student learning 
standards, a brief history of teacher licensing exams in California is a useful 
starting place.

Teacher Licensing in California: 
The Sixties and Seventies
Dating back to 1963, when California teacher licensing operated under what 
was known as the Fisher Act, California policy focused on the importance 
of subject-ma� er preparation of elementary and secondary teachers. 
Unlike many states, California does not allow prospective teachers to 
major in education; instead, teacher candidates must major in an academic 
content area related to their intended grade level and/or subject area(s) of 
teaching.
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In 1970, under the Ryan Act, the CCTC was set apart from the California 
Department of Education (CDE) and established as an independent stan-
dards board. Continuing the emphasis on ensuring subject-ma� er prepa-
ration for teachers, the new act instituted a requirement that all candidates 
for an elementary or secondary teaching credential pass a subject-ma� er 
examination in addition to completing an approved professional teacher 
preparation program. In its earliest days, and as a fi rst step in establishing 
subject-ma� er examinations to use for verifi cation of a teacher candidates’ 
subject-ma� er competence, the CCTC adopted specifi cations of scope and 
content for each subject-ma� er examination. These specifi cations were 
then presented to testing companies, which were invited to present bids 
for developing examinations aligned with those specifi cations. In the end 
the CCTC found that developing its own tests was not fi scally possible and 
it decided to make use of existing examinations that came as close as pos-
sible to the scope and content specifi cations.

It must be noted here that California then, as now, provided an alternative 
to the subject-ma� er examination in the form of subject-ma� er programs, 
or as they were referred to in the seventies, “waiver programs.” This 
option allowed colleges or universities to design and implement programs 
that would establish a coursework route for verifying a teacher candidate’s 
subject-ma� er competency.

New Standards for Teacher Preparation
In 1983 the CCTC began exploring the adequacy of the Multiple Subject 
Teaching Credential waiver program—the program that applies mostly 
to candidates planning to teach elementary school. In 1986 the CCTC 
adopted a plan (which was implemented in 1987–1988) to reexamine the 
certifi cation testing program; during the same period the CCTC convened 
panels of experts to study subject-ma� er programs for Single Subject 
Teaching Credential candidates. What we found in the course of this eff ort 
was that there was not a strong congruence between subject-ma� er content 
of the tests or the preparation received in the college programs and the 
material that was being taught in classrooms in accordance with the state 
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frameworks and the model curriculum standards. Based on this fi nding 
as well as on other studies, the CCTC sponsored legislation requiring 
that the subjects commonly taught in classrooms be part of the subject-
ma� er preparation programs for teachers and that college programs meet 
specifi ed standards of quality.

The new standards that were proposed as a result of this legislation were 
groundbreaking in many ways. The goal behind the reform of subject-
ma� er education was the preparation of broadly and liberally educated 
teachers. The belief was that teachers who had a solid foundation of 
content knowledge would be able to transform that knowledge into 
concepts understandable to the students they taught. In addition, for the 
fi rst time, approved college programs required candidates to have early 
fi eld experiences with students in classrooms. The quality standards for 
these programs included requirements in the areas of candidate advising, 
progam coordination, and the systematic assessment of candidates’ content 
knowledge. The “Standards of Program Quality for Elementary Subject 
Ma� er Programs” were approved by the CCTC in March 1988. In the 
following years “Standards of Quality and Eff ectiveness for Subject Ma� er 
Programs” for 13 single-subject elementary or secondary credentials were 
approved as well. In adopting the standards, the CCTC also dropped the 
term waiver program as a designation for the programs, since the program 
option and the examination option were now deemed equivalent. 

Following the adoption of the subject-ma� er standards for teachers, the 
CCTC developed a set of content specifi cations elaborating on the specifi c 
academic subject-area content to be covered in the coursework of teacher 
candidates and in the teacher credentialing examinations. Meanwhile, 
during the period that we were working on the development of program 
standards, the California legislature and the governor had been reviewing 
the curriculum of that state’s public schools, focusing on English/language 
arts, history/social studies, mathematics, and science. In each of these 
content areas the governor’s advisory panels recommended extensive 
changes and improvements in both the K–12 student academic content 
standards and curriculum frameworks. The result was newly formulated 
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K–12 Content and Performance Standards and newly formulated 
Curriculum Frameworks (i.e., the new blueprints for implementing the 
content standards). Therefore, in 1992 the governor and legislature enacted 
legislation calling for the CCTC to complete another comprehensive review 
of the requirements for earning and renewing teaching credentials. In 
response, the CCTC appointed an advisory panel to examine requirements 
and make recommendations for the reform and restructuring of teacher 
credentialing.

SB 2042: California Aligns Teacher Credentialing 
with Student Content Standards and Curriculum
As a result of the comprehensive review of teacher credentialing undertaken 
in 1992, the CCTC sponsored legislation in 1998, SB 2042, which called for 
the implemention of standards to govern all aspects of teacher development, 
including subject-ma� er studies, professional preparation, induction, and 
continuing growth. 

This law, which called for the largest teacher credentialing reform 
California had ever seen, also required that the CCTC’s subject-ma� er 
examinations be aligned with recently adopted state content standards for 
K–12 students. With the State Board of Education adopting new academic 
content standards in the core curriculum areas for all K–12 students in 
California, it became imperative that all teacher licensing examinations be 
aligned and congruent with these standards. Because the purpose of the 
subject-ma� er examinations is to ensure that teaching credential candidates 
have suffi  cient subject-ma� er competence to perform their teaching jobs 
adequately, the subject-ma� er exams must be congruent with the state’s 
subject-ma� er expectation for students; that is, teachers must have enough 
subject-ma� er knowledge for them to help their students meet the student 
content standards.

Swofford



83

Development of New Test Content Specifications: 
Phase I
The CCTC’s reponse to SB 2042 involved a complicated three-phase process 
of condensing and adapting the State Board of Education’s content standards 
into content specifi cations to be used as guidelines for recertifying subject-
ma� er programs in the state and for developing a new state-level teacher 
credentialing test. I will focus here on our work in the area of Multiple 
Subject, or K–8, credentialing. The work on Single Subject (secondary-level) 
programs went on in parallel and followed a similar trajectory.

Phase I of the development of the new specifi cations involved a job 
analysis to determine the knowledge, understanding, and skills important 
for teaching in K–8 classrooms in California based on the subject-ma� er 
tasks, knowledge, and abilities (TKAs) that are important for successful 
teaching in self-contained classrooms. For a teacher credentialing exam to 
be valid, it had to be based on the requirements of teaching positions, both 
requirements that were shown to be necessary in the immediate present 
and those that were expected to be in eff ect within a few years.

Thus the initial major task of Phase I was to implement a job analysis 
of (1) the pedagogical requirements of teaching at any level, and (2) the 
subject-ma� er competencies needed by self-contained-classroom teachers. 
In relation to the former, a contractor in the fi eld of education was chosen 
to work closely with commission staff  and a CCTC-appointed advisory 
panel, the Assessment Task Force. For the the job analysis of subject-
ma� er competencies needed by self-contained-classroom teachers, the 
contractor worked closely with the Elementary Subject Ma� er Task Force, 
the Assessment Task Force, and CCTC staff .

The initial activity in the implementation of the job analyses was the 
creation of two inventories: an inventory of pedagogical TKAs thought 
to be important for teaching, and an inventory of subject-ma� er TKAs 
thought to be important for teaching in a self-contained classroom. The job 
analysis defi ned the subject-ma� er tasks, knowledge, and abilities needed 
by self-contained-classroom teachers at various grade levels, including the 
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ability to analyze, interpret, and use knowledge to resolve content-based 
open-ended questions. The results of the job analysis of subject-ma� er 
competencies needed by self-contained-classroom teachers were used to 
evaluate the content specifi cations for the multiple subject examination 
and revise them if necessary.

Development of New Test Content Specifications: 
Phase II
Phase II of content specifi cation development required the establishment 
of subject-ma� er advisory panels that were responsible for advising 
the CCTC on the dra�  content specifi cations. For Phase II, the CCTC 
authorized the establishment of a panel of elementary school teachers, 
principals, curriculum specialists, teacher educators, and college faculty 
members to advise the CCTC on dra�  content specifi cations for a new 
elementary subject-ma� er examination and related program standards for 
the Multiple Subject Teaching Credential. The Elementary Subject Ma� er 
Advisory Panel, whose 26 members were chosen for their individual 
expertise and experience in one or more subjects of the K–8 curriculum, 
immersed themselves in earlier policy studies, including:

• California K–12 Content Standards. Curriculum managers in the CDE 
who had collaborated with the State Board of Education on the 
student Content Standards were invited to present those standards 
to the Subject Ma� er Advisory Panel.

• California Curriculum Frameworks and Challenge Standards (i.e., the 
applied learning standards in fi elds such as agriculture, business, 
and industrial and technology education). The panelists conducted 
in-depth discussions of the Curriculum Frameworks and Challenge 
Standards for the purpose of submi� ing to the CCTC policy 
recommendations refl ecting the mandate to align the curriculum 
across all subject areas of the K–8 curriculum.

• National standards in several important content areas. To enhance their 
understanding of ongoing curriculum changes, and to facilitate the 
future movement of out-of-state teachers into California, the panel 
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also examined curriculum standards established by prominent 
national organizations such as the American Federation of Teachers, 
the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics, and the National 
Science Teachers Association.

• Studies of current practices in the subject-ma� er preparation of K–8 
teachers in California colleges and universities. The panel invited 
the coordinators of current subject-ma� er programs to present 
information about current practices and problems in the subject-
ma� er preparation of candidates for the Multiple Subject Teaching 
Credential. The coordinators of several programs provided 
information about the balance that is needed between breadth and 
depth in the preparation of K–8 teachers in seven subject areas and 
also discussed several other topics and issues related to the subject-
ma� er preparation of K–8 credential candidates in California.

• Studies of current and future job requirements for K–8 teachers and the 
relationship between subject-ma� er examination questions and those 
requirements. 

The panel pursued each of these studies in order to translate the fi ndings 
directly into policy recommendations, particularly program standards and 
examination specifi cations. The panel also was the principal developer of 
subject-ma� er “items” for job analysis questionnaires that were sent to 
thousands of classroom teachers, school administrators, and college and 
university faculty members. The panel examined the research results, made 
content-related decisions based on the research, and off ered some general 
recommendation on changes to the credentialing test in the form of Dra�  
Content Specifi cations for an Elementary Subject Ma� er Exam.

Development of New Test Content Specifications: 
Phase III
Phase III was a study designed to determine and dra�  specifi c subject-
ma� er requirements (SMRs) in several fi elds detailing the subject-specifi c 
knowledge, skills, and abilities needed by beginning teachers. A validity 
study panel was organized and charged with ensuring the validity of 
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the SMRs by demonstrating the relationship between the specifi cations 
and the job requirements of eff ective entry-level teachers in grades K–8 
in California public schools. The validity study panel developed and 
administered a statewide survey-based study on a set of preliminary SMRs 
to teachers, principals, curriculum specialists, and college and university 
faculty members. Meanwhile, the dra�  specifi cations were reviewed by 
an Alignment and Congruence Panel of educators who examined the 
alignment between the SMRs and the state-adopted student academic 
content standards. This panel was composed of individuals who had 
knowledge and understanding in one or more areas: the California K–12 
Student Content and Performance Standards; the California Standards 
for the Teaching Profession (a 1997 document of the CCTC and the CDE 
that outlines general principles of eff ective teaching and professional 
development to which all California teachers are expected to subscribe); 
California public school teaching and/or teacher preparation; subject-
ma� er knowledge in core curriculum areas; and data analysis. The dra�  
specifi cations also were reviewed by a Bias Review Commi� ee for issues 
of potential bias in areas such as gender, race, culture, ethnicity, and 
socioeconomic status and by representatives of the CCTC and the State 
Board of Education to ensure consistency with other signifi cant policy 
reforms.

Concurrently, subject-ma� er advisory panels were appointed in English, 
mathematics, science, and social science to advise CCTC staff  on the 
development of new program standards and examinations in these subject 
areas. Each panel consisted of classroom teachers of the subject area; 
subject area specialists in school districts, county offi  ces of education, 
and postsecondary institutions; college and university faculty members 
teaching in subject-area preparation programs; teacher educators; members 
of relevant professional organizations; and a liaison from the CDE. With 
leadership from the CCTC staff  and assistance from contractors, the subject-
ma� er advisory panels developed dra�  SMRs in English, mathematics, 
social science, general science, biology, chemistry, earth and planetary 
science, and physics. Experts similar to those who had reviewed the 
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preliminary SMRs were surveyed in regard to the dra�  SMRs and asked 
to indicate (1) how important the SMR was for eff ective job performance 
by a teacher of the subject area and (2) whether it represented knowledge, 
skills, and abilities that teachers must possess at the beginning of their 
teaching career (as opposed to capacities that could be developed on the 
job). Respondents also were asked to identify any important SMRs that 
were missing and to judge the comprehensiveness of the complete set. The 
results of the validity study were analyzed, summarized, and presented to 
the advisory panels.

The validity study generated a great deal of qualitative feedback, with 
many responses clustering around concerns (1) that the level of specifi city 
and organization of the SMRs should match that of the student academic 
content standards and (2) that the level of diffi  culty of the SMRs should 
refl ect an advanced level of understanding. Originally the panels had 
intended to develop SMRs that were broader than the student academic 
content standards. However, to address the fi rst concern, and to emphasize 
alignment among the SMRs, the student standards, and the curriculum 
frameworks, the panel added references to the standards and the frameworks 
in the SMRs. To address the second concern, the panel added language 
emphasizing that teacher candidates must demonstrate knowledge of the 
SMRs that was broad and deep and evidenced an advanced, postsecondary 
level of mastery. 

In 2001, the Elementary Subject Ma� er Advisory Panel fi nalized the 
dra�  content specifi cations, and the CCTC formally adopted the content 
specifi cations as part of the Standards for Program Quality and Eff ective-
ness for the Subject Ma� er Requirement for the Multiple Subject Teaching 
Credential.

Results and Recommendations
The results of the validation study and the reviews for alignment and 
congruence and potential bias informed the subject ma� er advisory 
panels and staff  in their recommendations to the CCTC. In May 2002, the 
CCTC adopted Subject Ma� er Requirements for English, Mathematics, 
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Science, and Social Science. Over the course of the next two years, the 
CCTC awarded a contract to National Evaluation Systems, Inc. (NES®), 
for the development and administration of subject-ma� er examinations 
for prospective teachers. In 2003 SMRs were developed in art, languages 
other than English, music, physical education, and educational technology. 
SMRs in agriculture, business, health, home economics, and industrial and 
technology education are being developed now, and the fi rst administration 
of the examinations in these areas will be in the fall of 2005.

We learned a great deal from the initial process of aligning the elementary 
subject ma� er examinations with the academic content standards, and 
based on that learning we are now able to streamline the process. While 
the process overall seems to have been long and arduous, it goes without 
saying that if it has served to benefi t the children in our public schools and 
has resulted in student learning that fulfi lls the content and performance 
standards, it has been more than worthwhile.
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