
Pros and Cons of

COMPETEI{CY TESTING
FOR TEACHERS

Bv Dee Anderson

n the past  few years the Amer-
i can  pub l i c  has  vo i ced  i nc reas -
ing concern about  educat ion.
Their  anxiety centc-rs  on the

c lua l i t y  o f  c l ass roc lm  teache rs ,
schoo l  cu r r i cu lum,  and  teache r
preparat ion programs.  Numerous
groups ancl  cc lmmissions have d is-
cussr .d the problem at  length and
have  advoca ted  ma jo r  changes .
The Natior-ral Commission for Ex-
cel lence in Teacher Educat ion was
speci f ica l ly  commissioned to s tudy
t e a c h e r  p r e p a r a t i o n  p r o g r i t m s
across the nat ion.

How have legis lators and other
public officials responded to the
publ ic  outcry? A common react ion
to the contrclve.rsy has bcen tct
mandate teacher test ing.  The en-
t h u s i a s m  w i t h  w h i c h  t h i s  i d e a  h a s
b e e n  e m b r a c e d  i m p l i e s  t h a t  i f
teachers were just  smarter  and bet-
ter  t ra ined,  the problems in our
schools would disappear.

Unfc l r tunate ly ,  other  per t inent
issues such as low teacher salar ies,
s t ress  and  bu rnou t ,  l ow  pub l i c
esteem for educators and the teach-
ing profession, discipline and class-
room management problems, and
insufficient fundins have received
considerably less attention.

In 1984 Smith repor ted that  21
states tested or planned to test
applicants in the basic skil ls of
reading, writ ing, and mathematics
before a l lowing them admiss ion
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in to a teacher preparat ion pro-
p;ram.r Anrig reported that by 1988,
29 states wil l require all teacher
educat ion studenfs to pass an ex l t
exam in  t each ing  me thodo logy  anc l
learning theory, after completing a
baccalaureate degree and prior to
r e c e i v i n g  s t a t e  c e r t i f i c a t i o n . 2
Th rough  tes t i ng  s ta tes  hope  to
ensure that  fu ture teachers wi l l
possess the necessary sk i l ls  and
know ledge  to  f unc t i on  e f f ec t i ve l y
i n  t he  c l . r ss room.

At  the present  t ime educators
and others are hot ly  debat ing the
pros and cctns of  competerrcy test -
ing.  Teacher educatr t rs  must  face
the var iety  of  d i lemmas that  s tate
leg i s l a tu res '  r equ i remer r t s  have
thrust  upon them. How are they to
s l r . r pe  cL r r r i cu lun r  t o  n r r ' ' * ,  *1 . r , *
s tandards,  which seem to be con-
stant ly  changing? Wi l l  the educa-
t i o n  t h e y  o f f e r  q u a l i f y  t h e i r
s tuc lerr ts  to teach in othe.r  s tates?
Should they implement  f ive-year
teacher t ra in i r rg programs?

T h e  s p e c t c r  o i  t e s t i n g  r a i s e s
many quest ions,  such as these:

o ls  i t  educat ional lv  expedient  to
r t ' t l u i r e  c l rmpe t t ' ncy  t es i s  f o r  ad -
miss ic ln in to and graduat ion f rom
teacher preparation progrtrms?

o  Dc l  t eachc r  t es t s  accu ra te l y
p red i c t  f u tu re  c l ass room teach in , l
performance?

o  Wi l l  t es t i ng  wo rsen  teache r
shortages?

o Are the tests b iased?
In the rush tc t  test  teachers,  we

have ra ised many quest ions,  but
provided fe'w answers to important
i ssues .  Compe tency  tes t i ng  has
bo th  p r t r s  a r r t l  cons .  These  shou ld
be g ive.n carefu l  considerat ion by
the  pu  b l i c ,  s ta te  l eg i s l a t  u res ,  and
educat ional  adminis t rators before
t h e y  a d v o c a t e  a n y  " q u i c k - f i x "

measures to cure the current  i l ls  of
American education.

Pros of Competency Testing
Testing should help ensure the

c lua l i t y  o f  t each ing  cand ida tes .
Weaker students wil l be weeded
out because they fail to pass basic
tes t s  i n  read ing ,  w r i t i ng ,  and
mathematics.

Testing enthusiasts believe that
more rigorous standards wil l ele-
vate the status of teaching and help
attract more academically gifted

students into teacher preparation
programs. Indeed, some education
departments have increased their
enrollments, pctssiblv as the result
of the mandated te.sting require-
ments.

The publ ic  has reacted enthusi -
ast ica l ly  to  the prospect  of  test ing,
seeing it as ar positive strategy tct
counteract the. prclblems in Ameri-
can  educa t i on .  Many  p r i nc ipa l s
and school  boards bel ieve that  test -
i ng  w i l l  gua ran tee  them be t te r
t e a c h i n g  c a n d i d a t e s  f o r  t h e i r
schoclls.

As teacher e-ducat ion receives
greater  emphasis and at tent ion,
s tuc len ts  en ro l l ed  i n  t hese  p ro -

HrJms  shou ld  deve l t r p  more  pos i -
t i v e  a t t i t u d e s  t o w a r d  t h e i r
inst ruct ional  programs and futurc.
t each ing  ca ree r .  These  s tuden ts
shou ld  a l so  bene f i t  f r om be ins
n ro re  c l os t ' l v  mon i to red  . rnd  ad -
v ised as they prc lgress through
t h e i r  t t ' a c h ( ' r  p r e p ( t r a t i o n  p r o -
grams.

Mandate.d competency test ing
should a lso excr t  a broader in f lu-
ence on col lege teaching as a whole.
It wil l increase teachers' awareness
of  the greater  emphasis now being
give.n to students' performing well
in  the basic  sk i l ls  of  reading,  math-
emat ics,  and wr i t ing in  a/ /  academic
disc ip l ines,  not  ju i t  professional
educat ional  c lasses.

Cons of Competency Testing
Avai lable research has not  estab-

lished a positive relationship be-
tween competency test scores and
actual teaching performance in the
c l a s s r o o m .  T e a c h i n g  i n v o l v e s
m u c h  t t r t l  b r o a d  a  s p e c t r u m  o f
sk i l ls ,  a t t i tudes,  knowledge,  and
h u m a n  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t o  b e  f u l l y
measured by e i ther  a h igh c l r  krw
score t ln  a paper-and-penci l  test .

In  fact ,  i t  appears that  compe-
tency test ing could narrow thc
broad scope clf academic excellc.nce
by zeroing in on easily measurer-
able object ives,  whi le  ignor ing less
eas i l y  de f i ned  bu t  equa l l y  im-
po r tan t  sk i l l s .  Hc lw  wou ld  one
measu re  c rea t i v i t y ,  mo t i va t i c tn ,
i n g e n t r i t y ,  o r  c o m p . r s s i t r n  ( ) n . l
competency test? What  about  such
necessary at t r ibutes as krve of  ch i l -
dren,  abi l i ty  to  work wi th admin-
i s t r a t o r s  a n d  s c h o o l  b o a r c ' l s ,
maturity, clrganizational skil ls, and
adaptabi l i ty?

Tes t  con ten t  and  p rocedu res
va ry  w ide l y  f r r tm  s t . r t e  t o  s ta t t ' .
Some states design thei r  c lwn tests
whi le  others use examinat ions de-
veloped by Educat ional  Test ing
Serv i ce  (ETS)  such  as  t he  PPST,
CBEST, NTE, et  cetera.  Certa in
states test students before admit-
t ing them into teacher preparat ion
proUrams, while others test at thc.
complet ion c l f  such programs.  A
few states test both before and
after.

Many educators prefer criterion-
referenced tests rather than the
more commonly used norm-refer-
enced tests. Use of criterion-refer-
enced tests would make it easier to
i den t i f y  and  sequence  i ns t ruc -
tional competencies at the college
l e v e l ,  w h i c h  m i g h t  h e l p  m a k e
teache r  p repa ra t i on  p rog rams
more effective.

Testing and Minority Students
Disp ropo r t i ona te  numbers  o f

Continued on page 37

Available research has not established a posi-
tive relationship between competency test
scores and actual teaching pertormance in the
classroom.

Teaching involves
much too broad a
spectrum of skills, atti-
tudes, knowledge, and
human understanding
to be fully measured
by either a high or low
score on a pencil-and-
paper fesf,
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NEW STRATEGIES
Continued irom page 22

We must recognize that  teacher preparat ion
programs rrrusf  change. Nei ther the t ime
al lot ted to teacher educat ion nor i ts  content
is  f ixed.  And we must a lso recognize that ,  i f
teacher educators do not  see to the reform of
teacher educat ion themselves,  external  for-
ce.s will surely do so.'r

The Uniaersill of Nnu Hampshire.
T o  s t u d y  c a r e e r  d e c i s i o n s ,  r e -
searchers took a stratif ied random
sample of  248 over  a f ive-year
period (197 6-1981).The most impor-
tant factor for choosing the five-
year  program was socia l -serv ice
m o t i v a t i o n  ( H e l p i n g / H u m a n
Crowth) .  The second most  f re-
quently cited factor in support of a
teaching career by the same group
was enjoyment  of  ch i ldren.  (How-
ever, this rating is nearly entirely
the result of women's priorit ies.)

Love of subject was the third
most important factor for those
choosing the f ive-year  program.
" T h c  s u b j e c t  m a j o r  r e q u i r e m e n t . . .
a t t racts s tudents who love thei r
subject f ield and would not leave it
to major in education if that were
recluired to becclme a1 teacher.//10

Conclusions
In order to reform teacher educa-

tion we must first define what con-
stitutes a cluality teacher training
program. Changes should not be
made without f irst clarifying the
goals of  teacher educat ion.  A uni ty
o f  t heo ry  and  p rac t i ce  can  be
achieved only by attention to goals
. rnd behaviora l  object ives.

Murray's major crit icism of the
University of Kansas program cen-
te-rs on the process by which the
crucial issues were identif ied. "ln

my opinion," he said, "an error was
made in defining the central issue,
and as a consequence, the wrong
list of problems waS drawn up."r1
Murray argues that the univer-
sity's response had litt le relevance
to the real problem.

The  co r rec t  i s sue  wou ld  have  been
whether teachers are currently performing
competently and adequately in the class-
room; and if not, why not? When the issue is
stated in that way, the specific areas for
.rnalysis become the actual experiences of
teachers in the schools and,  of  course,  the

program.
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COMPETENCY
TESTING
Continued from pag,e 23

minority students are being elimi-
nated f rom teacher preparat ion
programs because of failure to per-
form well on the mandated tests.
Hansen repor ted in  1983 in the
Chronicle of Higher Education that
only 34 percent of the black candi-
dates passed the first mandated
test in Georgia compared with 87
percent of whites.3

In Louisiana, 15 percent of black
app l i can ts  passed  the  Na t i ona l
Teacher's Exam (NTE), compare.d
with 78 percent of whites. In Texas,
projections based on data from 61
colleges suggest that if the current
rate of test failure continues, by the
year 1988, 96 percent of black can-
didates and 85 percent of Hispanic
candidates wi l l  not  be admit ted
int t l  teacher preparat ion programs
unless effective intervention and
instructional programs can be de-
ve loped  to  he lp  a l l  cand ida tes
achieve their educational goals.

Andrews projected that by 1990
minority teachers may represent
only five percent of the teaching
population as a result of the man-
dated tests, retirements, teacher
burnout, and other reasons.l

Possible Teacher Shortages
Competency testing will elimi-

na te  many  wou ld -be  teache rs ,
making the teacher shortage more
crit ical. States may be forced to
revise criteria for teaching, issue
emergency permits to unqualif ied
teachers,  or  prov ide a l ternat ive
types of certif ication-which in the
long run could weaken the educa-
tional process and defeat current
efforts to improve the quality of
education.

Teacher preparation institutions
are feeling increased pressure to
maintain a high percentage of pass
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rates in order to retain their state
acc red i t a t i on .  I n  1981 ,  F lo r i da
passed a law requiring that in each
teacher preparation institution in
the state, at least B0 percent of the
students must pass the compe-
tency tests in order for the school to
maintain accreditation and state
approval. As a result of this law, in
1983 Florida revoked approval of 38
co l l ege  and  un i ve rs i t y  t eache r
preparation programs.5

If other states implement similar
oversight programs, many more
col leges and univers i ty  teacher
training programs wil l be termi-
nated. Such laws could have seri-
ous implications for Seventh-day
Adventist colleges, as they train
substantial numbers of teachers for
both church and oublic education.

State agencies publish rankings
and comparisons among individ-
ual  co l leges and univers i t ies in
thei r  s tate.  These repor ts  could
have a substantial impact on enroli-
ment  and funding of  teacher edu-
cation pro€pams.

Conclusions and Possible
Solutions

Even though teacher educators
did not create the current testing
dilemma, they must deal with the
d i f f i cu l t i es  c rea ted  by  ou ts ide
agencies and organizations. Recog-
niz ing both the pros and cons of
test ing,  teacher educators have
m a d e  s u g g e s t i o n s  a n d  i m p l e -
mented changes to help resolve
some of  the ex is t ing problems.

College and university teacher
training programs should help all
the i r  s tudents inc luding minor i -
t i es - to  ach ieve  the  necessa ry
competencies to pass at the ex-
pec ted  l eve l  o f  p ro f i c i ency ,  o r
above, any required tests, whether
such examinations relate to basic
skil ls, knowledge of a particular
discipline, or teaching methodol-
ogy. At the same time, however,
s tates and test ing organizat ions
need to make sure that tests are
valid measures of the comneten-
c ies requi red for  teaching.

Within the past year the Holmes
and Carnegie reports have advo-
cated more educational reform and
revision of teacher education. The
Holmes group recommends three
basic recommendations for reform:

Mandated compe-
tency testing should
exert a broader influ-
ence on college teach- LEGAL UPDATE
ing as a whole.

a T. E. Andrews, Teacher Education Reports
(May 26,  1983).

s Ib id.
6 Holmes Croup, Tomorrow's Teachers (East

Lansing, Mich.: Michigan State University,
College of Education Publications, 1986).
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Mormon church-owned inst i tu-
tions challenged a section of Title
VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.
Whi le forb idding re l ig ion-based
discr iminat ion in  employment ,  the
law allows a religious organization
to give employment preference tcl
its own members. This has been
interpreted to mean that a church-
owned ent i ty  may requi re i ts  em-
ployees to be members in goocl
standing of  that  church.

The Mormon employees con-
v inced a lower cour t  judge to ru le
that  the sect ion in  oue.st ion is  an
unconst i tu t ional  est ib l ishment  of
re l ig ion when appl ied to jobs not
purely  re l ig ious in  nature,  und tcr
set  up an involved threc ' -par t  test
t o  d e t e r m i n e  w h i c h  j o b s  i n  a
church-owned inst i tu t ic ln  t ' r rc  rc l i -
gious (and excmpt under Title VII)
and which are not. Overturning
tha t  ru l i ng ,  t he  Sup reme  Cour t  sa id
that  such cour t  scrut iny of  ind i -
v idual  jobs would produce an un-
acceptable level  of  entanglement
between church and state (con-
t rary to the Establ ishment  Clause) .
Further, the Court held that the
statutory exempt ion served the
l e g i t i m a t e  s e c u l a r  p u r p o s e  o f
avoid ing just  such entanglement .

This ruling relieved the anxietie's
of the many religious urganizations
that  bel ieve a l l  posi t ions in  thei r
schools, hospitals, and other insti-
tu t ions have re l ig ious s igni f icance.
They may now feel free to require
that their employees be church
members in good standinp;.

Yet one significant concern re-
mains: three justices noted that
they might see things differently if
the jobs in  quest ion had been at  a
for-prof i t  ra ther  than nonprof i t
entity, even though church owned.
In the future, an employee of a
campus industry ,  hospi ta l  sub-
sidiary, or some similar operation
mav t rv  to enter  that  door-which
the-Court left sl ightly ajar. tr

(1 ) strengthening the teacher prep-
aration curriculum by making it a
five-year program equivalent to a
master's degree; (2) developing a
reward system to honor better and
more effective teachers; (3) estab-
lishing a closer working relation-
ship between the schools and the
teaiher education programs. The
l a s t  r e c o m m e n d a t i c l n  a s s u m e s
t h a t  s c h o o l s  a n d  c o l l e g e s  a r e
(or should be) closely intertwined
and must work together to produce
oualitv future teachers.6

TheCarnegie Task Force recently
p roduced  a  repo r t  en t i t l ed  "A

Nation Prepared" in which they
asserted that at least 20 percent of
all university and college students
mus t  be  rec ru i t ed  i n to  t eache r
preparation programs in order to
alleviate the crit ical teacher short-
age that now exists. The Carnegie
report calls for upgraded compen-
sation for teachers, active recruit-
ment of minority candidates, and
more rigorous teacher preparation
proUrams to alleviate this shortage.

The qualitv of education in our
nat ion ' i  and church 's  schools
depends on the quality of class-
r o o m  t e a c h e r s .  T h e r e f o r e ,  a l l
groups involved with education-
state legis latures,  s tudy groups,
colleges and universit ies, church
administrators, and the public-
need to maintain open channels of
communicat ion so that  they can
work together to find solutions to
their common concerns. tr
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