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Education and teacher preparation have been the focus of  my professional 
life for more than three decades, beginning in public education as a middle 
school mathematics teacher and then moving into private higher education, 
first in the classroom and later in administration. I am currently a member 
of  two state boards and one state commission, all of  which are concerned 
with different aspects of  public education and all of  which I consider to be in 
mutually supportive roles.

In 1998 I was dean of  the College of  Arts and Sciences at Oklahoma Baptist 
University, a private liberal arts university in the heart of  Oklahoma. The 
College of  Arts and Sciences has a different model for its teacher education 
programs than do most universities, in that teacher education is one of  five 
divisions within the college as opposed to being a separate entity. Thus, my 
history has been one of  strong collaboration between teacher education and 
other educational and administrative units.

Oklahoma has a different organizational structure than most states when 
it comes to comprehensive public education for P–12 (Oklahoma State 
Department of  Education), specialized career and technology education 
(Oklahoma Department for Career and Technology Education), and teacher 
preparation (Oklahoma Commission for Teacher Preparation). 

In 1998 I was appointed to the Oklahoma State Board of  Education (OSBE). 
By virtue of  my membership on the board, I also had membership on the 
Oklahoma State Board of  Career and Technology Education (OSBCTE). Then, 
because of  my background in secondary education and teacher preparation, 
when a position on the Oklahoma Commission for Teacher Preparation 
(OCTP) opened up the next year and had to be filled by an OSBE member, 
my name came up and I agreed to serve. Since part of  my background in 
teacher preparation includes a love of  statistics and assessment, that affinity 
soon thrust me into the role of  chair of  the OCTP’s Assessment Committee 
and later into the position of  vice-chair of  the commission. 

Dr. Deborah Blue is the Vice President of Academic Affairs, Oklahoma Baptist University, 
Shawnee, Oklahoma.
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Groups Working for the Common Good

The Oklahoma State Regents for Higher Education (OSRHE) and the 
Oklahoma Association of  Colleges of  Teacher Education (OACTE) also play 
significant roles in Oklahoma education; however, I will not be discussing 
them here, as I have no firsthand experience with them. The relationship 
among the organizations with which I do have direct experience is similar to 
that between a general practitioner (or primary care physician) and a specialist. 
While not perfect, this analogy helps me understand the focus of  each group. 
Although each is a necessary component in serving the public interest, each 
benefits from the success of  the others. 

The OSDE

The Oklahoma State Department of  Education (OSDE) is, by its very nature, 
concerned with all aspects of  public education, from preschool through 
secondary, just as a primary care physician is concerned with the wellness of  
the whole person. The OSDE must address, monitor, assess, diagnose, and 
treat all aspects of  the organism known as P–12 education. The OSDE strives 
to improve student success via “service to schools, parents, and students; 
leadership for education reform; and regulation/deregulation of  state and 
federal laws to provide accountability while removing any barriers to student 
success.” The OSDE focuses on everything from preschool education to 
adult basic education; academic performance index (API) to child nutrition; 
annexation to teachers’ salaries; bilingual education to bullying; and so on.

In one of  my first board of  education meetings, one of  the agenda items 
concerned schools that were “at risk” because of  patterns of  low performance 
on state assessments. The mathematician in me immediately started trying 
to find underlying patterns. I could eliminate geography (each of  the four 
schools pinpointed came from a different quadrant of  the state) and school 
size (two were rural and two were urban), but one factor did connect all four: 
mobility rate. Each school had a mobility rate of  67 percent. What I had 
experienced as a public school teacher early in my career was even worse in 
these schools. Of  the students who began the year, two-thirds had left the 
system at least once, with some moving in and out of  the district several times 
during the course of  the year. The OSDE is the general practitioner that must 
address these types of  challenges to standards-based teaching, assessment, 
and accountability.

Oklahoma has come a long way in the past ten years to address the issue of  
record transferability related to student mobility within the state. The state’s 
record management system, the WAVE, ensures the standardized electronic 
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exchange of  data between all state schools and the OSDE, allowing schools 
to keep accurate student records when receiving them from other districts 
within the state. Despite the challenges that sometimes occur due to lack of  
standardization of  student names, having such a system in place is essential 
for tracking student progress.

The ODCTE and the OCTP

The Oklahoma Department of  Career and Technology Education (ODCTE) 
and the Oklahoma Commission for Teacher Preparation (OCTP), on the other 
hand, are the specialists who get to focus on specific aspects of  education. 
These areas obviously overlap with the interests of  the OSDE but are not 
fully subsumed therein. As its vision, the ODCTE aims “to lead the world’s 
best career and technology education system…[and] prepare Oklahomans to 
succeed in the workplace, in education, and in life.” As its name suggests, this 
is a pretty tech-savvy system. Making data-driven decisions is standard practice 
in this organization. It conducts studies and uses the services of  independent 
researchers to help navigate the currents of  cutting-edge technology, including 
identifying which programs to offer and which ones to eliminate. Each of  its 
programs is on a three-year evaluation cycle; after three “down” years, the 
program is eliminated.

While the ODCTE focuses on career and technology education, the mission 
of  the OCTP is “to develop, implement, and facilitate competency-based 
teacher preparation, candidate assessment, and professional development 
systems.” The following figure offers a visual representation of  the structure 
of  the OCTP, emphasizing its competency-based components as being built 
from a foundation of  legislative authority. Its formation coincided with the 
national trend to move from an input system to a competency-based system 
of  teacher preparation.

To ensure every student
in Oklahoma access to 
competent, caring, and
qualified teachers.

Oklahoma’s Goal:
Improved Student Learning

Oklahoma Legislature
Shared Vision

Commitment
Accountability

Competency-Based
Systems

1. 2. 3.

The ultimate goal of improved student
 learning is soundly supported by each of
  the structural elements which in turn  
   rest on the firm, caring foundation
    established by state policy
     leaders.

OCTPs Three Program Areas
1. Program Accreditation
2. Candidate Assessment
3. Professional Development

Source: http://www.ok.gov/octp/About_OCTP/Education_Reform.html.

Figure 1.
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Even though the OSDE is more like the general practitioner and the OCTP is 
more like the specialist who focuses on a narrower specialty, there are some 
areas of  commonality between the two:

• Both are concerned with student learning. While the OSDE assesses 
student achievement, the OCTP assesses the knowledge, skills, and 
dispositions of  the teacher and administrator candidates who teach 
those students.

• Both are engaged in accreditation efforts. While the OSDE oversees 
accreditation of  P–12 schools—both public and private—the OCTP 
oversees the accreditation of  teacher preparation programs in the 
state’s universities—both public and private.

• Both are concerned with professional development. While the OSDE 
maintains individual professional development records and assists in 
providing quality professional development over a broad spectrum of  
subjects, the OCTP is prescribed by legislation to provide Professional 
Development Institutes (PDIs) in the areas of  Reading Literacy, 
Integrated Math/Science, and Mentoring.

All OCTP professional development must

• consist of  a minimum of  30 to 45 hours of  hands-on instruction, 

• be scientifically research based, 

• result in a work product, 

• be aligned with national professional development standards.

This move to a division of  duties and responsibilities has brought positive 
recognition to the state.

But what impact does educational research have on teacher certification 
testing, and how does that happen between these two agencies? In Oklahoma, 
teacher licensure is under the purview of  the department of  education, while 
teacher certification testing is the responsibility of  the Commission for Teacher 
Preparation. In the same way the CPA exam is made up of  four components, 
Oklahoma’s certification exam consists of  three parts: 

• Oklahoma General Education Test (OGET), which tests general 
knowledge

• Oklahoma Subject Area Test (OSAT), which addresses fifty-one 
content areas

• Oklahoma Professional Teaching Examination (OPTE), which covers 
two levels—grades preK–8 and grades 6–12.
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Thus, in Oklahoma, educational research helps to do the following:

• Translate subject competencies/frameworks into test items

• Determine appropriate cut scores for the various component exams

• Test the validity of cut scores—for example, one study focused 
on job performance, as assessed by both the candidates and their 
administrators, to see if  candidates who scored at or near the cut 
score performed differently in the classroom than those who scored 
significantly above the cut score (Impara and Ferdous 2003)

• Analyze candidate performance on the exams—that is, pass rates 
(Davis and Norman 2006)

• Compare test performance of subsets of candidates over time—
for example, alternatively certified candidates versus those coming 
through traditional teacher education programs; in a study involving 
these two groups, both test scores and survey data from administrators 
helped determine strengths and weaknesses of  alternatively certified 
teachers, and identify areas where professional development would be 
most beneficial (Davis and Impara 2005)

• Analyze drop-out patterns across the testing sequence—Were there 
candidates who began the testing sequence but never finished? If  so, 
at what point did they drop out—after the OGET? after one or more 
OSATs? after the OPTE? Were the tests taken only once? twice? three 
or more times?

• Examine what other states are doing with regard to assessment in 
various subjects

• Provide an additional layer of integrity to the processes 

• Align professional development with national standards

Being on both the Oklahoma State Board of  Education and the Oklahoma 
Commission for Teacher Preparation, what do I see as the advantages and 
challenges to having these two groups with overlapping interests?

Advantages:
• Built-in system of  checks and balances

• Requirement to communicate with other agencies

– Before the OCTP can authorize the development of  a new test for 
a new certification area, the OSBE must approve the subject for 
licensure and develop the scope of  the related competencies 
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• The system has brought national recognition to our state

– Given a grade of  A for teacher preparation on a national chamber 
of  commerce report

– Named the December State of  the Month in 2006 for OCTP’s work 
in mentoring/induction

– Ranked among the top 8 states in the nation in teacher preparation 
since 1998 (Jenkins)

Challenges:
• Forced communication can sometimes lead to miscommunication

• Just because change is legislated doesn’t mean it’s welcome

The advantages far outweigh any challenges that may exist. Regardless of  
how I feel about the structure, however, the bottom line—as highlighted in 
Figure 1—is that every student in America deserves equal access to

• “competent, caring, and qualified teachers” 

• educational quality from its educational programs.

Quality educational research must be the driving force in decision making 
at all levels of  policy making: local, state, and federal. The key word here is 
quality, for the tools of  educational research are in the hands of  people and 
are, therefore, only as strong and as effective as those who wield them.

The structure in Oklahoma both divides the labor and provides the checks 
and balances, which help ensure the highest level of  education to Oklahoma’s 
citizens. It is a dynamic system that attempts to apply best practices in the 
classroom, in teacher preparation, in professional development, and in overall 
processes. If  “good is the enemy of  great,” as Jim Collins asserts, then through 
appropriate use of  educational research, Oklahoma is striving to make and 
sustain that leap from good to great. 
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