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Asa G. Hilliard III, Fuller E. Callaway Professor of Urban 
Education, College of Education, Georgia State University 

In 1983 Florida's state legislators proposed adoption of a merit-pay 
plan for its public-school teachers. One requirement in the plan 
that met with strong opposition, and was later dropped, was that 
applicants for merit pay must possess a master's degree in the 
subject they teach. The ramifications of this requirement are exem
plified in the following excerpt from a 1984 Education Week article. 

Only 36 percent of the teachers of the year are eligible to apply for merit pay . 
. . . The obstacle for most teachers of the year is the 1983 legislature's decision 
that only teachers with certain master's degrees-those specifically pertain
ing to the subject they teach-would be eligible for merit pay. 

Twenty-one teachers of the year have no master's degrees. Seven have a 
master's degree that does not meet merit-pay guidelines. Two do not know 
where they stand because some of those guidelines need further interpre
tation. 

Anna Wollard was chosen the best of the 1,000 teachers in Clay County. She 
also was named "competency reviewer" for the state to evaluate teachers 
considered below par to see if they could be helped. "Here your county says 
you are one of the best teachers and the state says you are an expert, but 
you can't get merit pay," Ms. Wollard said. "It's deflating./I 

Bernice McSpadden, Bay County's teacher of the year, is also a trainer of the 
evaluators who will help determine which teachers deserve merit pay. Because 
she has no master's degree, she herself is out of the running before the 
evaluation process even gains .... 

Robert Bossong, Dade County's teacher of the year, is noted for his success 
with disruptive youths that other schools have given up on, but he cannot 
earn a master's degree in the vocational area he teaches because such a 
degree does not exist. . . .1 

The Florida experience with competency-assessment practices 

lPatti Breckenridge, "Florida Merit-Pay Plan to Exclude Many 'Teachers of the Year,' II Education 
Week, March 28, 1984, p. 11. 
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and merit-pay stipulations for public-school teachers provides insight 
into real-world problems that result from current attempts to set 
standards of quality for in-service teachers. Note that teachers who 
had performed well in the classrooms were not eligible for merit 
pay because they did not possess a prerequisite that was thought 
to be necessary for successful job performance. It was not. There
fore, serious questions must be raised about any "competency test
ing" movement or presumed prerequisite for successful job perfor
mance. 

By any standard, the quality of public education in general leaves 
much to be desired, as recent national reports have shown. Since 
virtually all children in the nation attend public schools, this is a 
cause for alarm. It is an even greater cause for alarm when one 
ponders the fact that it is public school or nothing for education of 
the majority of African American children. Since African American 
families generally do not have much discretionary surplus income 
that would enable them to opt for private schooling, almost all 
members attend public schools. 2 Undereducated or uneducated 
Americans will become a burden on the society. Just as important, 
they will be unable to lead full, satisfying, and rewarding lives. 
Therefore, everyone should have a stake in the provision of quality 
education for all, not merely for a small elite. 

AN ApPROPRIATE Focus ON TEACHER SKILLS IS CORRECT 

Teachers must be at the center of any effort to provide quality 
education for all children. It should be beyond debate that we need 
public-school teachers who are firmly grounded in academic con
tent and valid professional skills. Both of these presuppose the 
possession by the teacher of what some have come to call "basic 
skills. " Having content to teach and knowing how to teach it are 
teacher-education-outcome standards that are appropriate for all 
teachers, regardless of race or social class. Yet, these ''basic skills" 
are not the ultimate criteria that tell us who is or is not a good 
teacher. Ultimately, good teachers are known by the quality of 
achievement of the children they teach. 

Another point must be made. The quality of a student's achieve
ment is a function both of the work of competent teachers and the 
presence or absence of a superior, responsive school environment. 
This is to say, schools and teachers alone can and do produce high 
quality academic achievement in children, regardless of the race or 

lNational Alliance of Black School Educators, Saving the AfrlcIln American Child (Washington, 
D.C.: NABSE,1984). 
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socioeconomic background of the children.3 It is true that some 
children also receive a tremendous boost from the support of their 
parents and community organizations which enables them to achieve 
in spite of poor school conditions. Further, it is true that some 
teachers overcome overwhelming odds and succeed with their stu
dents, even when the schoo1's support environment is poor. Yet, 
neither the parents nor the poorly supported good teacher should 
be abandoned by those who are responsible for providing equal 
educational opportunity for all. School leaders are responsible for 
providing high-quality services to all children. 

School boards, state education agencies, and the Federal gov
ernment, therefore, have two responsibilities to discharge in the 
education of children. First, they must provide a quality school 
environment, i.e., physical plant, equipment, supplies and mate
rials, support services, and school leadership. Second, they must 
provide teachers who meet appropriate academic and professional 
standards. As simple and easy as these responsibilities may sound, 
school leaders are well aware that providing quality education is a 
complex matter that requires a wealth of financial support and 
courageous professional and political decision making. When the 
public becomes broadly dissatisfied with the schools and begins to 
make strident criticisms of them, many school leaders and public
policy makers take the easy way out and commit themselves to 
simple-minded, "quick fix" solutions. For example, the major com
mon element in most of the educational reform activity in the states 
is the so-called teacher-competency-testing focus. Some of the main 
reasons the competency tests are used are: (1) The tests are cheap 
to produce (usually paper-and-pencil and multiple-choice type so 
that they can be machine scored). (2) The minimum score require
ments can be shifted up or down with ease. (3) The tests have "face 
validity," which is the least rigorous type of validity. (4) Because 
the tests are controversial and generate confused discussions, fun
damental scientific problems can become obscure. 

While the political climate is such that teacher competency test
ing has been forced upon the schools as a kind of panacea for quality 
educational problems, it would be sad indeed if professional opin
ion followed the political crowd. The real danger in acquiescing is 
that professionals who do so will lose the opportunity to call atten
tion to fundamental problems with public-education policy, fiscal 

JSee the large volume of literature on "effective schools" that emerged in the late 19705 to mid· 
80s, particularly the summer '1985 issue of the Journal of Negro Education on successful schooling 
policies, practices, and programs. 
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support, and, above all, with the nationwide lockstep approach to 
what I believe to be invalid competency testing itself. 

The matter of teacher competency testing is situated in a complex 
system of education. It cannot be evaluated by itself outside that 

_ system. The idea of requiring that professional educators demon
strate an acceptable level of expertise is entirely appropriate. How
ever, the method of that demonstration must be rational, meaning
ful, and valid. For example, there still is no universal or common 
agreement on the elements that go to make up the content of 
traditional academic subjects in high school. An acceptable try at 
delineating such elements has been made by the College Board4-
with excellent results. However, the fact that such comprehensive 
effort is so late in coming (long after the widespread adoption of 
the teacher-competency-testing practice), and that even now it is 
neither universally known nor accepted, is evidence enough to 
conclude that it is absurd to believe that currently used tests are 
"measuring with precision" the academic knowledge that a teacher 
needs in order to be licensed. The public-school curriculum, the 
college curriculum, and the content of an academic competency test 
must overlap to an acceptable degree. If they do not, the test is not 
a valid measure of academic competency. Tests that do not have 
this overlapping element must be regarded as hurdles, not as stan
dards of quality-no matter how esoteric or face-valid they may 
appear. 

The situation is even more absurd in the case of tests of "profes
sional knowledge." A common knowledge base in professional 
education has yet to be identified or supported by the majority of 
professional educators. While important strides have been made in 
educational research and development, the essential skills have not 
been specified in such a way that teacher educators offer common 
professional experiences to teachers in college preprofessional pro
grams. How can precision measures be made of an undefined body 
of professional knowledge? More absurdity! 

A part of the total system of education includes student out
comes. Some of the student outcomes desired can be assessed 
through valid paper-and-pencil tests. However, important student 
outcomes such as work habits, attitudes, and creativity cannot be 
so assessed. By allowing the paper-and-pencil teacher-competency 
test to become the critical filter, determining who will be allowed 
to teach, public policy does not guarantee standards of excellence; 

4College Board, Academic Preparation for College: What Students Need to Know and Be Able to Do 
(New York: College Entrance Examination Board, 1983), 
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rather, it merely requires the measure of a level of performance on 
the lowest form of assessment. It is on this low form of assessment 
of extremely questionable validity that teachers must meet mini
mum "standards. " This then is the real problem with teacher com
petency testing. The problem is not merely that tests may discrim
inate or are biased against minorities; any normative nationally 

. standardized test will be discriminatory and biased. The problem 
is one of reliability and validity. The important question is, Do we 
learn enough from the tests to choose reliably and validly the teach
ers who can get students to meet our achievement goals? The 
opposite important question also is not about bias against minori
ties; rather, it is, Do we learn enough from the tests to choose 
reliably and validly those teachers who cannot get students to meet 
our achievement goals? 

One can only conclude from present practices in standardized 
paper-and-pertcil teacher competency testing that educators and 
policy makers have no serious interest in the answers to the two 
questions raised above. Yet, these questions cover the very goal 
that policy makers say has motivated them to institute competency 
testing in the first place. Therefore, at present the teacher-compe
tency-testing movement fails on two important grounds. First, it 
fails on scientific grounds, even before sophisticated statistical val
idation techniques are applied, since professional practice and sound 
content are not defined. No test-construction convention can correct 
for the absurdities mentionE;!d above or for many others not men
tioned here. The movement fails also on even more important 
grounds. It fails because policy makers appear incapable of cor-
1·,"til\�� tlwir l't'li.Hh't' \)11 ,1 lWpt'll':,:,lv flawed technology. If this is 

.. I .. 'Ih' III I� Ih. 'r.1 n ... �'. I C I:' (-"hi �'nl.)u�h; :'u c i.i the i.s.:'ut's aN understIXxi, 
and if policy makers persist in supporting invalid assessment, then 
they should openly and honestly declare their commitment to hur
dles and abandon all pretense at a commitment to standards of 
excellence. Such behavior is confusing at best, and is an impediment 
to true progress toward attainment of high standards. 

Perhaps the worst potential effect of the minimum-competency
te�ting movement on African American people in particular, and 
l1n l1thers in gener.1L Cl1mt:'s trom tht:' tact that the movement focuses 
.lttc.'ntl .. 'n "'11 tIlt' \\'n.'n.� ,1:'f"t."� (,f te.k�hin\-!. T eachin� in"oh'es man\' 

=-.k.dl!'O, .;lttitl1dt'�, .;lnd lmde�t'll1din�s. There is somt:' t:'\idt:'nce that 
supports t�e assertion that

.
minimum:competency tests do not tap 

the
. 

m�s� Important teachmg behaVIors-e.g., establishing and 
mal�tammg r��p�rt with students, helping students to become 
�otivated

.
, facilitating communication groups, and stimulating crit

Ical conSCIOusness. For example, the Marcus Garvey Elementary 
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5. There must be substantial empirically demonstrable criterion-related 
validity for each component of the assessment process. This means that 
student achievement must be utilized in criterion-related validity 
studies. 

6. A valid and comprehensive set of measures for child outcomes-aca
demic and others that are of interest-must exist. In other words, 
more than standardized paper-and-pencil multiple-choice test 
questions are needed to measure these child:'behavior criteria. 
It should take little effort to determine that few and probably no 

presently used teacher-competency tests can meet even one of the 
above criteria. Yet it is possible for the criteria to be met. To do so 
would involve a simple matter of cost. Quality assessment is not 
cheap! For example, an empirical check of the true curricula offer
ings would require the services of trained observers and interview
ers, an examination of syllabi, and so on. No valid judgment about 
content validity can be made by "expert judges" who have not seen 
empirical data about course offerings and have not examined them 
sys tema tically. 

Children's lives and teachers' careers are at stake. This calls for 
the most rigorous application of the criteria to the field of compe
tency assessment. 

Many criticisms have been made alleging cultural or racial bias 
in standardized teacher-competency tests, especially bias against 
African Americans. It cannot be emphasized too strongly that, while 
bias can be shown to exist in any standardized test, there is a more 
fundamental problem with teacher-competency tests. The funda
mental problem is one of content or predictive validity for any 
teacher, regardless of race. Content validity is virtually impossible 
to demonstrate at present in light of the almost universal failure of 
educators to meet the criteria for valid competency assessment 
mentioned above. Moreover, predictive validity cannot be achieved 
for the same reason. This places a heavy burden of proof on test 
developers and advocates for the use of tests that have disparate 
impact on African-American or other populations. Developers and 
advocates of tests must be able to prove that tests are not arbitrary 
and capricious. At present this cannot be done. 

WORKING CONDITIONS FOR THE COMPETENT TEACHER 

It is often in the low-income, urban, public schools with heavy 
concentrations of cultural minority groups that student achieve
ment is low. It is such school environments that prompt concern 
about educational quality, and about the quality of teacher com
petencies. Yet, a close look at some urban teaching environments 
will reveal major non-teacher causes for low student achievement. 
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For example, the problem of overcrowded schools causes serious 
interruptions in dasswork, lack of physical facilities to accommo
date support services, teachers' inability to provide for individual 
needs, among others. s It seems that many policy makers and edu
cational leaders who are under severe pressure find it easier to 
require higher performance of teachers on tests than to change the 
terrible conditions under which many instructors are forced to work. 

Some of the conditions that produced low student achievement 
had nothing to do with teacher competency or the lack of it. It is 
important that these contributing factors be exposed, for they are 
the ones that must be changed if policy makers are serious about 
their stated goals for student achievement. Some of the more serious 
conditions that must be addressed are: 

1. A confused curriculum that does not require students to enroll 
in courses that are prerequisites to later tests. 

2. The failure to provide sufficient sections of required courses for 
all students who need and/or request them. 

3. Patterns of teacher assignments that expose some children to 
teachers who are working outside their areas of academic and/ 
or professional preparation. 

4. School facilities that do not provide for adequate and appro
priate learning space. 

5. A shortage of essential school supplies and equipment. 
6. Failure to provide the appropriate work load for competent 

teachers, e.g. , overloading teachers who are expected to teach 
writing skills. 

7. Failure to provide competent building-Ievel leaderships, i.e. , 
principals. 

8. Failure to protect competent teachers from the imposition of a 
disorganized set of central-office programs, some of which are 
at cross-purposes with each other or with the teachers' own 
well-organized lessons, e.g. , programs that allow for some chil
dren in a given class to use materials that are withheld from 
other students in the same class who could use the materials 
profitably. 

9. Support of student assessment practices that misdiagnose and 
misplace students into special classes where little is required of 
them academically. 

10. Failure to provide at the school site or within the school district 

'For examples of problem of overcrowdedness and its effects, see L.Rother,"Crowded Public 
School Holding Classes in Halls," New York Times, November 18, 1985, p. 19i and "Intrusions Abound 
for Young People," ibid. 
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opportunities for professional discussion to take place among 
peers on the solution of teaching and learning problems. 

11. The tendency to allow large units to swell to enormous pro
portions-large districts or schools-causing the focus of lead
ers to shift from instructional priorities to power struggles. 

12. Failure to reward excellent teaching in tangible and meaningful 
ways. 

The above certainly is not an exhaustive list. However, the 
purpose for presenting such a list here is to provide a set of. points 
of reference for use in evaluating the will and motivation of edu
cational leaders and policy makers to move toward true quality in 
education. If the basic matters listed herein and on similar lists are 
not addressed with the same level of attention that is presently 
being received by teacher competency testing, then a good case can 
be made that policy makers are creating hurdles for teachers, not 
standards of quality. 

DATA NEEDS FROM THE TEACHER-COMPETENCY-TESTING 

MOVEMENT 

After all is said and done, there are those who still might choose 
to argue that a "quick and dirty" paper-and-pencil, multiple-choice 
test may yield enough meaningful information that is related to 
teaching performance to justify its use. Because of the possibility 
that such an argument will be made, it is essential that data be 
collected which will permit an evaluation of the impact of the use 
of such teacher-competency tests. . 

An appropriate question to be raised is, What does a cost benefit 
analysis show about the use of existing teacher-competency tests, 
particularly the multiple-choice, paper-and-pencil tests that are so 
widely used? It is the faddish character of this national movement 
that calls for rigorous professional evaluation. Almost overnight, 
we have witnessed the spread of the teacher-competency-testing 
practice to the vast majority of our states. In some states, the rush 
to develop teacher-competency tests has produced embarrassing 
activities. For example, uniform state-level requirements in curric
ulum in teacher education have followed rather than preceded the 
development of the examination intended to measure competen
cies! 

When we speak of "teacher-competency" tests, we may mean 
any one of at least three types of tests: (1) the "basic academic skills" 
type, usually including reading comprehension, basic arithmetic 
computation, and sometimes written English expression; (2) the 
professional knowledge type; and (3) the academic knowledge type. 
Any one or all three types of tests may be used for several purposes, 
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among which are (1) certification of prerequisite skills for entry into 
or exit from teacher-education programs, (2) certification of profes
sional competence, (3) employment and/or retention/tenure deci
sions, and (4) selection of merit-pay recipients . .  

Complicating matters further is the fact that each of the fifty 
states makes unilateral decisions, usually different ones, on which 
types of tests to use, the purpose for which they are to be used, 
and the particular test that will satisfy what are perceived to be 
unique needs. Given three or more types of tests, three or more 
purposes, and an unlimited number of tests under each type, it 
should be clear to even the most casual observer that there is no 
meaningful general definition of "teacher competency." Therefore, 
we may say that what most professionals and public-policy makers 
refer to when they use the term "teacher competency" is something 
that is arbitrary and situation-specific, not generalizable beyond 
certain school districts and states. In the mind of the general public, 
teacher-competency judgments are not arbitrary. They are seen as 
being scientific and rational, especially when standardized tests are 
used. Therefore, without having access to the data on the actual 
arbitrariness and irrationality of the present form of paper-and
pencil standardized tests, almost any standardized test has face 
validity in the eyes of the general public. This should highlight the 

. need for systematic data collection. Rational judgments about the 
validity of tests must be based on scientific data about the real 
world. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

Educational leaders and public-policy makers must make a strong 
commitment to the assessment of quality in teaching. However, 
quality in teaching is manifested most strongly in the quality of 
achievement of the students who are taught. This means that appro
priate valid assessment of the achievements of students is an indis
pensable prerequisite to the valid assessment of teacher competen
cies. 

The state of the art in assessment technology is sufficiently 
developed to permit the creation of valid assessment of both teacher 
and student competency. Yet, valid assessment is not cheap assess
ment. Further, valid assessment requires more than paper-and
pencil, multiple-choice standardized tests. 

Appropriate concern for the quality of teaching includes a con
cern for the quality of the school environment. No matter how 
competent the teacher and the student, they can be defeated in the 
struggle to reach school objectives when they are placed in school 
environments that are not conducive to achievement. Therefore, if 
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educators and policy makers are serious about improving the qual
ity of education for all students, they must not expect the teacher
competency tests to be the major tool for educational reform. 
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