EVALUATING MOSAICS:

WHAT COUNTS IN READING TEACHER EDUCATION?

Gerald G. Duffy 

Professor Emeritus

Michigan State University

Prepared for the 

U.S. Department of Education's project on assessing graduates of 

Teacher Quality Enhancement Grants for States and Partnerships

February 1, 2000

Abstract


This paper describes one interpretation of the knowledge, skills, and classroom practices newly-minted reading teachers need and how to assess them.  A single premise drives my analysis:  that the key to exemplary reading instruction is teachers’ ability to use a variety of theories, methods, techniques and materials in inventive ways that meet kids’ needs.  Consequently, evaluating teacher quality is not a simple matter of determining what teachers know.  It is a much more complex task of determining teachers’ use of knowledge to create instructional mosaics that fit the situations in which they find themselves.   This aspect of effective teaching must be the central criterion when evaluating reading teacher quality.
The U.S. Department of Education, in preparation for writing an RFP for evaluating graduates of institutions granted Teacher Quality Enhancement Grants, requested that this paper provide direction about the knowledge, skills, and practices needed by newly minted teachers of reading.  The following four questions were specified in the charge:


1.  What are the key dimensions of teachers' knowledge, skills and classroom 


practices in the teaching of reading that are linked to student outcomes?


2.  What is the evidence to support the importance of those dimensions?


3.  What are some examples of good ways to measure those dimensions and what 


are the associated challenges?


4.  How can these strategies for measuring the key dimensions of teachers' 


knowledge, skills and classroom practices be applied in a large-scale, 


national evaluation of a program that aims to improve pre-service teacher 


education?

Fulfilling this charge is difficult.  We have limited research about the effect of teacher education.   For instance, at the National Reading Conference in December, Ann Sweet (of OERI) began her response to a symposium on teacher education by noting that no experimental data support the contention that preservice teacher education has a positive impact on student outcomes.   The National Reading Panel (2000) reports some encouraging  results with inservice teachers but not for preservice programs.  Others concur (see, for instance,  Grossman, 1990; Anders, Hoffman & Duffy, in press).  Several longitudinal studies now underway are likely to change this situation (see, for instance,  longitudinal studies by Grossman, Valencia and others (1999) and by Hoffman and Roller (1999).  In the meantime, however, we have little hard data.

Consequently, deciding what to evaluate in determining teacher quality is largely a matter of one’s perspective.  I am no exception.   My analysis is heavily influenced by my 43 years as a classroom teacher,  researcher of classroom reading instruction, reading teacher educator, director of a teacher education program and author of reading textbooks and articles.  Those experiences have resulted in two principles that govern how I approach this task.  

The first is that classroom teaching of reading is hard work, and is rapidly becoming harder and harder.  On the one hand, society is demanding higher and higher forms of literacy, as Eisner (1999) describes:

. . . our educational aspirations have been influenced by the fact that our children will inhabit a world requiring far more complex and subtle forms of thinking than children needed three or four decades ago.  . . . No longer will most jobs . . . require the use of routine skills and rote memory. 

It is made even more difficult by the fact that the student clientele is steadily becoming more and more diverse. When I began my teaching career in a fourth grade in downtown Buffalo in 1957, the school and the kids were thought to be “tough.”  Today’s teachers, however, must teach more to kids who are harder to teach.

A second principle governing my perspective is that we will never have a “silver bullet” that will solve all our reading problems.   Reading instruction cannot be technicized or proceduralized.  It is just too complex.   Unlike the brain surgeon who operates on a single, sedated patient to correct a purely physical problem using a precise procedure followed in exactly the same way every time, teachers must develop deep meaning rooted in cognitive and affective understandings with twenty-five very active children using methods that do not work in exactly the same way with every kid every day.   The only way to do it well is through flexible and inventive human intervention with kids, something inanimate programs and methods cannot do.

THE KEY ELEMENT OF EFFECTIVE READING INSTRUCTION

After decades of studying instruction and preparing teachers, I am convinced that one major characteristic distinguishes outstanding teachers from mediocre teachers: the ability to integrate a multitude of instructional resources into an instructional mosaic that fits the situation.  In short,  good teachers are what I call “conceptually adaptive” (Duffy, 1991).  They do not have “a method” for teaching reading.  They know that, in the ambiguous, dilemma-ridden world of classroom reading instruction, there is no one theory, or method, or approach, or set of materials that works for all kids.  Consequently, they are not surprised when prescribed recommendations prove to be inadequate, and they routinely invent instruction when that happens.   That is, within a general framework that superficially looks routine and permanent, good teachers adjust, modify and adapt in a variety of ways to create situations that are instructionally effective (i.e., students learn to read).


My perspective is not unique. Others, too, note that effective teachers of reading do not fit any philosophical, theoretical or methodological mold.  They are "methodologically eclectic" (Shanahan and Neuman, 1997) and reflect a "principled eclecticism" (Stahl, 1997).  Nor is this characteristic particularly tied to one grade level or another.  Pressley and his colleagues (Morrow, Tracey, Woo & Pressley, 1999; Pressley, Rankin & Yokoi, 1996; Pressley, Wharton-McDonald, Allington, et.al., 1998; Wharton-McDonald, Pressley & Hampston, 1998), in their studies of exemplary primary grade teachers,  make a similar case, saying the best teachers combine various ideas and methods and move fluidly between models, approaches and ideologies. My studies of middle grade teachers (Duffy, 1993) reveal the same thing.  Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1993) describe it by saying teachers ". . . construct perspectives, choose actions, manage dilemmas, interpret and create curricula, make strategic choices, and to a large extent define their own teaching responsibilities."  In short, the best teachers use professional knowledge creatively, not technically.


Some think of this  as “balanced” reading instruction.  But “balanced” implies equal amounts of one thing and equal amounts of another, and good teachers do not do that.  When the occasion demands it, good teachers are direct, skill-oriented and teacher-led, sometimes to the exclusion of anything else; at other times they are exclusively indirect, holistic and child-centered.  The key is not “balance.”  The key is selecting and adapting all kinds of pedagogy in various combinations and mixes depending on what  kids need. 

In this interpretation,  the term “teacher training” is inappropriate.  As Hoffman and Pearson (in press) point out, training works for technical tasks.  It does not work if the goal is for teachers toadapt  research findings in responsive ways to create instructional mosaics that respond to kids’ needs. 

Consequently, in the following section, I describe ten important categories of research findings associated with effective reading instruction.  Simultaneously, I illustrate that no research category can be reduced to a prescription for teachers to follow or to neatly formulated behaviors for observers to evaluate.  In every category, the key is the teachers’ adaptation of research to the context.

IMPORTANT RESEARCH RESULTS ASSOCIATED WITH 

EFFECTIVE TEACHING OF READING

To identify the following important research results, I searched standard research journals and references, as well as previous reports I have compiled to identify categories of research that are associated with reading teacher effectiveness.  These categories are universal (i.e., they apply to primary grade reading as well as to upper grade reading).  Each category I identified had to meet two criteria:  abundant, mainline research evidence must support it and it must make sense in terms of the two principles governing my particular perspective.


In deciding how to present the research I identified, I examined several organizational structures.  I considered Shulman's (1986) seven kinds of knowledge:  knowledge of content, of pedagogy, of curriculum, of learners and learning, of the contexts of schooling, of pedagogical content knowledge and of educational philosophies and goals, and Elbaz's (1983) five:  knowledge of self, of the milieu of teaching, of subject matter, of curriculum development, and of instruction.  I also looked at what is listed as standards for teachers by various professional organizations, such as the National Council for the Accreditation of Teacher Education and the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards (see, for instance, Darling-Hammond, 1997).


Ultimately, however, I borrowed a structure used by Grossman, Valencia and their colleagues (1999).  Probably because their focus is limited to writing instruction rather than the entire school curriculum, they employ just two categories:  conceptual tools (i.e., the broad principles, frameworks, and ideas used as heuristics to guide teaching decisions) and pedagogical tools (i.e., the more immediately utilitarian practices and skills teachers use).  In terms of the charge for this paper, the former relates to "knowledge" (what teachers must know about) and the latter to "skills" and "classroom practices" (what teachers must be able to do).  While the categories are applicable to all grade levels, I note in each section where the relative emphasis might be heavier in primary grades than in upper grades and vice versa. 

Conceptual Tools Needed by Reading Teachers


I sub-divide conceptual tools into five key elements: (1) the curricular components of learning to read; (2) learning; (3) individual differences; (4) engaging students; and (5) components of effective instruction.  Only the first is confined exclusively to reading teachers, the other four categories being more general tools that contribute to the expertise of all teachers.


The reading curriculum.  What do reading teachers need to teach?


Learning to read is a combination of the affective, conceptual (knowing about), the perceptual (decoding), and the cognitive (comprehension). The affective domain focuses on attitudes -- not only the usual idea of reading being valued as a leisure time activity but also valuing reading of narrative and expository text as a functional and pragmatic way to gain insight into life.  These are developed primarily through quality experiences with reading, and are emphasized throughout the grades.   Conceptual understandings include learning that reading is a message from an author to a reader, that what is said can be written down, that print represents talk, that literacy is a key to self-understanding as well as a practical tool, and so on.  These are developed primarily by experiencing genuine forms of literacy.  While there are important conceptual understandings to develop at all levels, it is a particularly important part of the curriculum in the early grades (for instance, the alphabet and phonics should not be taught until basic conceptual understandings about reading are in place).  The perceptual category includes things like phonemic awareness, visual discrimination and memory, various elements of phonemics and morphology and instant recognition of high frequency words.  These are developed primarily through direct teaching of skills and strategies.  In the early primary grades the perceptual emphasis is on phonemic awareness (in preparation for learning phonics) and visual discrimination and memory (in preparation for learning sight words); as kids move up through the grades, they learn more and more words at sight and learn to use sophisticated phonic analysis techniques such as decoding by analogy.  The cognitive area focuses on comprehension.  Curricular specifics include schema activation, monitoring, re-structuring, and strategies such as prediction, summarizing, visualizing and fix-up strategies.  Direct teaching is of most use here.   These strategies are taught at the emergent literacy stage in conjunction with listening comprehension and throughout the grades (what changes is the complexity of the text, but the basic curricular items remain the same).   All four areas are essential (see Guthrie (in press) for support for attitude; Morrow (1989) and Neuman & Roskos (1990) for research support for the conceptual,  Adams (1990), Ehri (1991) and Juell & Minden-Cupp (2000) for support for decoding; Dole, Duffy, Roehler & Pearson (1991) and Pressley (in press) for support for comprehension). 


All four curricular categories are taught at all grade levels.  While primary grade teachers spend more time and effort on the conceptual and perceptual categories and upper grade teachers emphasize the cognitive, the important understanding is that the best teachers decide what to emphasize on the basis of what kids need. While there is a general curricular structure (or scope and sequence), specific curricular objectives for specific kids cannot be prescribed in advance.  In the end, what gets taught depends on the teacher's ability to mix and match curricular ingredients to each student's particular needs.  It is a good examples of the mosaic-building nature of reading instruction.


Learning.   Humans generally (and students in particular) construct meaning on the basis of their experiences (see, for instance, Spivey, 1997).  Eisner (1999) again provides an apt description:  



We have in education no main line into the brains of our students.  We 
are shapers of the environment, stimulators, motivators, guides, consultants, 
resources.  But in the end, what children make of what we provide is a function of 
what they construct from what we offer. 


The constructivist nature of learning has changed how we think about reading instruction in recent years.  For instance, the constuctivist perspective is a major reason (1) why early reading has shifted from the old, lock-step concept of "reading readiness" to the more fluid idea of "emergent literacy" (in which literacy experiences from the cradle onward are viewed as instrumental in literacy growth), (2) why we now see a closer integration of reading and writing (because experiences with one influences development of the other) and (3) why invented spelling has become part of what we teach (because students gradually construct letter-sound understandings in successive experiences with print).


Again, adaptive teaching is important.  In early reading instruction, for instance, some perceptual learnings lend themselves more to rote memory (sight word recognition, for instance).  So teachers are not exclusively constructivist (although the “new literacy” clearly demands instruction that is more constructivist than behaviorist)  Even within the constructivist mode, however, it is necessary to adapt. To develop conceptual and affective curricular outcomes, for instance, teachers draw on a whole language philosophy; for skill and strategy learning, especially for struggling readers, teachers draw on systematic, explicit instruction.  Once again, good teaching is not an either-or matter -- excellent teachers combine apparently contradictory theories and philosophies, sometimes placing more emphasis on one and sometimes placing more emphasis on another, depending on what each student needs.


Individual differences.  The essential idea here is that, because students have unique background experiences (to say nothing of unique genes, aptitudes, homes, values, cultural traditions, learning styles, and so on), each student is different from every other student (Daneman, 1991).  The idea of "individual differences" is a truism but essential.  Excellent teaching cannot occur unless the teacher understands the full range of this reality (e.g., that differences in cultural tradition can be as important as differences in learning aptitude), and unless he/she accepts the principle that diagnosis is an essential first step in creating appropriate instruction for each student.   

Again, the mosaic-building nature of effective teaching is clear.  To be effective, teachers cannot teach to the mythical middle.  They must provide different instruction for different kids.


Engaging students.  Instruction is effective to the extent that teachers engage (i.e., motivate) students to read (Brophy, 1987).  Two principles apply.  


The first involves quality experiences with text.  When reading and writing experiences are organized around pursuit of real-world, authentic tasks, students not only construct accurate schema for literacy, they also tend to be motivated. When reading and writing tasks are artificial or contrived, on the other hand, students see no reason to expend the energy required to learn, and tend to be unmotivated (see Guthrie, Van Meter, et.al., 1996) 


The second involves striking a balance between expectation and success.  Setting high expectations for students tends to promote learning (Good, 1987).  However, that principle flounders when expectations exceed students' reading levels.  When reading material is too difficult (i.e., if the student does not immediately recognize 95% or more of the words and comprehend more than 75%), frustration drowns high expectation and students become disengaged and unmotivated (Hunt, 1970; see also Graham, 1991 and Graham & Golan, 1991).  On the other hand, however, frequent experiences with easy  reading is highly beneficial, because success breeds success (see Anderson, Wilson & Fielding, 1988; Stanovich & Cunningham, 1993). 


Engaging students, like the other categories above, cannot be reduced to a formulaic solution.  Regardless of the grade taught, it takes spontaneity and inventiveness to create genuine literacy experiences in the artificial, contrived environment of the classroom and to figure out how to get every kid in just the right “zone of proximal development.”   In short, the research does not provide a single best way; it provides principles teachers must adapt.


Components of effective instruction.  The instructional controversy of recent decades has revolved around the relative merits of direct instruction and indirect instruction.  Good teachers, however, use both direct and indirect instruction (see, for instance, Wharton-McDonald, Pressley & Hampston, 1998).  The issue is when to use one or the other, not whether to use one or the other. 


Indirect instruction is a general concept. It focuses on environmental stimulation and generalized experiences, not explicit teacher direction.  For instance, students tend to learn to read better when classroom environments include rich literacy experiences, students have functional and enjoyable opportunities for real-life reading and writing, and there is lots of student interaction with text (see, for instance, Guthrie, Van Meter, et. al., 1996; Morrow, Pressley, Smith & Smith, 1997).  


However, some children need more direction.  Research indicates that low ability students particularly benefit from direct instruction of essential skills and strategies (see, for instance, Roehler & Duffy, 1991; Pressley, in press). 


A key in direct instruction is modeling.  That is, teachers show students how to do various reading tasks.  Modeling itself, however, is interpreted in many different ways.   For many, modeling is simply demonstration of the act of reading (e.g., demonstrating enthusiasm for reading).  For others, modeling is a much more detailed effort to make visible for students the mental processes good readers use (Duffy, Roehler & Herrmann, 1988; see, also, Keene & Zimmerman, 1998 for particularly good examples of this kind of modeling).   Experimental data indicate that explicit modeling of the reasoning readers do is beneficial, especially for low-group students (Duffy, Roehler, Sivan, et.al, 1987; Brown, Pressley, et.al., 1996). 


Another component of effective instruction -- scaffolding -- is embraced by both direct and indirect instruction advocates.  However, direct instruction advocates see scaffolding as a follow-up to modeling -- first, the teacher models and then he/she provides students with multiple opportunities to interact and respond when provided with progressively diminished amounts of scaffolded assistance, a process labeled "gradual release of responsibility" by Pearson and Gallagher (1983) and "responsive elaboration" by Duffy and Roehler (1987).  Advocates of indirect instruction, in contrast, tend to see scaffolding independent of modeling (see, for instance, the Taylor, Pearson, Clark & Walpole, 1999 discussion of "coaching").  Good teachers use both, depending upon the needs of the kids.  However, recent quasi-experimental studies of "transactional" strategy instruction indicate that instruction is particularly effective for struggling readers when scaffolding is preceded by modeling of mental processes (Brown, Pressley, et.al., 1996; Pressley, El-Dinary, Gaskins, et.al., 1992). 


Once again, regardless of the grade being taught, the key to good reading instruction is to adapt research findings to the needs of the kids being taught.  Sometimes that means using indirect instruction, sometimes it means using direct instruction; sometimes it means explicit modeling, sometimes it means just providing a little scaffolding.  It depends.

Summary.   Five major research categories constitute conceptual tools for reading teachers.  They must know that:

•What one one teaches in reading is attitudes conceptual understandings about the

nature of reading, decoding skills and strategies, and comprehension strategies;


•because learning to read is a constructive process emerging from experiences 


with both reading and writing, quality experiences with literacy are 


essential;


•student engagement (i.e., motivation) in reading is a function of both quality 


experiences and successful experiences; 


•because students differ from one another, careful teacher diagnosis is essential; 


and 

•effective instruction is a combination of direct and indirect techniques, but low

ability students especially benefit from explicit, direct explanation and scaffolding.


No doubt other categories of knowledge could be listed.  The use of computers in reading and writing instruction is one example.  My perspective is, however, that computers (as well as other categories) are desirable parts of a classroom teachers' general competence, but are not essential for good reading instruction.  However, if other categories were to be added (such as research on computers), the basic principle would remain the same – the key lies not in a teacher “doing what research says” but, rather, in adapting research to fit the situation.

Pedagogical Tools Needed by Teachers


Excellent teaching demands more than knowledge.  Teachers must also possess skills and practices that allow them to implement the conceptual principles noted above.  Grossman, Valencia and their colleagues (1999) call these "pedagogical tools."  Research suggests five such tools.  These tools are general in the sense that their use is not limited to reading teachers.  And, consistent with my basic premise, ”pedagogical tools” cannot be implemented mechanically.


Classroom management.   The most fundamental of pedagogical tools is efficient classroom management.  While modern research on teaching has moved beyond the old process-product model, those old findings about the importance of classroom management are as valid today as when they were first reported (see, for instance, Anderson, Evartson & Brophy, 1979; Doyle, 1986; Fisher, Berliner, Filby, et.al., 1980; Roehrig & Pressley, 1999). Teachers must manage both time and student behavior.  Unless students are on task (i.e., attending) for extended periods of time, they will not learn as well as they should.  Consequently, effective teachers create a classroom routine that runs smoothly, minimizes discipline problems and produces extensive time on the task.


However, research does not provide a proceduralized way to manage.  Good teachers  create different classroom management systems depending on the kids they have.  For instance, a teacher who prefers a cooperative learning system may very well use elements of a more behavioristic system when the situation calls for it.  In short, when necessary, the teacher draws upon various theories of management to fit the situation, regardless of grade level.


Organizing and grouping.  Second, and closely related to classroom management, is organizing for instruction.  Specifically, teachers must be able to organize a class so that individual student differences are effectively met.  In practical terms, it means teachers must know how to group students and how to organize the day so that students of varying abilities receive effective instruction. 


This is yet another area in which it is essential that teachers can combine apparently contradictory ideas.  On the one hand, grouping can be a destructive thing, setting negative expectations and destroying motivation to learn (see, for instance, Allington, 1983; Hiebert, 1983).  On the other hand, individual differences demand individualized instruction.  Excellent teachers walk this tightrope (see, for instance, Taylor, Pearson, Clark & Walpole, 1999).  They weave a mosaic by using various kinds of grouping (i.e., ability grouping, skill grouping, cooperative grouping, and others in conjunction with whole groups) at various times for various purposes.  It is a particularly important example of how reading teachers must be mosaic-builders.


Diagnosis.  Students cannot be grouped according to need without first finding out what each student needs.  Consequently, an essential pedagogical skill is the ability to diagnose.  That is, reading teachers need to be able to determine each kid's reading level, what curricular outcomes require immediate attention and what the instructional emphasis should be for each kid.  Informal diagnostic techniques are most effective in accomplishing this task at the classroom level, starting at the very earliest stages of emergent literacy and extending through the grades (see, for instance, Leslie and Caldwell, 1995).


Again, the teacher’s ability to adjust and adapt is essential.  If you have 25 students, for instance, finding the time in a crowded school day to do individual assessments is itself a monumental task. Deciding on the compromises that make it possible to do so also requires adaptive thinking.  In short, while the research is clear that diagnosis  is an important element of reading teacher effectiveness, instructional efffectiveness depends on is how teachers orchestrate classroom life to get this job done.  


Objective-driven planning.   A fourth essential pedagogical tool is planning.  Three aspects of planning are particularly important.  First, effective teachers are distinguishable from ineffective teachers because they are objective-driven, not activity driven (see, for instance, Duffy, 1981; 1982).  Effective teachers' efforts are driven by student learning, not by the need to keep students busy and occupied.  A crucial skill, then, is how to translate diagnoses into lesson objectives, and how to maintain conceptual alignment throughout the lesson.   Second, effective teachers' plans are adapted from (but do not mimic) prescriptions of commercial reading programs.  No matter where a teacher ends up teaching, a commercial reading program of some sort is normally provided, and the teacher is typically expected to "follow" it.  Teachers must be able to use the mandated material as a tool, but not as a Bible.  It requires that teachers' instructional decisions be driven by objective-driven diagnoses of student's needs, not by teacher's guide prescriptions (Duffy, Roehler & Putnam, 1987).    Finally, effective teachers are distinguished from less effective teachers because they can adapt plans "on the fly" (Duffy, 1983).  The constructive nature of learning means that no matter how well one plans, students will routinely interpret lessons in unexpected ways.  Consequently, on the surface, planning seems to be contradictory.   On the one hand, teachers must carefully plan in advance what to do and how to do it; on the other hand, they must expect to change the plan spontaneously when students re-construct meaning in unanticipated ways (Duffy & Roehler, 1987). Doing so while maintaining conceptual alignment requires that the teacher not lose sight of the objective. 

Once again, the importance of adaptive thinking is important.  Yes, research says objective-driven planning is important.  But in the final analysis, the important thing is not only the plan but the way teachers use instructional materials and how they adapt the plan during lessons while keeping the objective firmly in sight.   It is a creative endeavor, not a technical one.


Curricular integration.   A final, and extremely subtle, pedagogical tool is the ability to integrate.  At the level of the reading process, for instance, effective teachers of reading constantly integrate concepts, skills and strategies so that students do not pigeon-hole elements that must interact together in a holistic way.  Maintaining a holistic view while teaching individual skill and strategy lessons is another example of how teachers are mosaic-builders (see, for instance, Morrow, Tracey, Woo & Pressley, 1999).  


However, integration extends beyond the reading process.  At a much broader level, excellent teachers integrate a wide range of content, ideas, materials, and understandings.  Good reading teachers, for instance, integrate reading with social studies and science, with a variety of narrative and expository texts, and with authentic, life-like projects and situations that encourage the development of complex understandings (see Brown, Pressley, Van Meter & Schudeer, 1996; Guthrie, Van Meter, et.al., 1996; Hall, 1998; Valencia & Lipson, 1998).  In doing so, they provide challenges and opportunities consistent with sophisticated use of literacy.  This is particularly important in light of the "new literacy," since its essence is the ability to use text in the pursuit of higher level thinking and problem solving.


As with each of the other categories, this one highlights teacher adaptiveness.  Integration cannot be done routinely.  It requires creative teacher thinking – the ability to synthesize a variety of curricular, environmental, and student data into something that is both motivating and instructionally productive. 


Summary.  In sum, five pedagogical tools (i.e., skills and classroom practices) are important: 


•efficient management of time and student behavior;


•flexible grouping patterns that meet the diverse needs of students;


•instruction that is based in diagnosed student needs;


•objective-driven plans coupled with the ability to respond to unanticipated 


events while still maintaining lesson alignment;


•skillful integration of the reading process itself and of larger ideas and materials 


involving authentic use of reading and writing.


Again, as was the case with knowledge, additional skills and practices might be included.  But, if they were, the basic principle would remain unchanged – it is not the research that is important, it is the teacher’s adaptation of the research.

Conclusion


Like teaching itself, deciding "what counts" as essential reading teacher learnings is dilemma-like.  While one can build a compelling case for certain important research results, consensus is difficult to achieve.   More important, however, is the fact that knowledge alone is not enough.  What seems to distinguish excellent teachers from mediocre teachers is that when asked what instructional technique they would use to teach reading, their response is, “It depends.”  What they mean is that they use different techniques, methods and materials in different situations. 

ASSESSING READING TEACHER QUALITY


My above interpretation of reading instructional research suggests at least ten important categories of research findings.  Teachers must “know about” these things in order to be effective. 

However, there is a larger, more perplexing issue.  Effective teachers do not  “follow” research findings – they use them as guideposts for making differential decisions, ending up with a mosaic that works for them.  Consequently, knowledge is a necessary, but not sufficient, measure of teacher effectiveness.  We must also evaluate teachers’ use  of knowledge in adaptive, inventive ways that fit the needs of the classroom context.  

But the act of being adaptive in situations having no certain answers requires a certain spirit, a willingness to risk, and courage. For instance, when neophyte teachers are told by their first principal that they must follow the prescriptive directives of the adopted commercial reading program, some possess the emotional and psychological strength to walk the “razor’s edge” between the culturally-embedded traditions of the school on the one hand and their personal reason for teaching (Wolf & McIver, 1999).  Assessing such teacher disposition may also be a crucial element to evaluate. 


Cuban (1992), for instance,  seems to be arguing for such a position. He says all teaching requires teachers to act; and to act, they must choose.  Choosing is difficult because choice invariably involves competing values, commitments, expectations and preferences.  To make choices in the face of such conflicts requires conviction, mental strength and even courage.  For instance, Grossman, Valencia, et.al. (1999) describe a neophyte teacher who persisted in using invented spelling despite a recent inservice session in which an authority figure "blasted it." Choosing to persevere in one professional act in the face of authoritative disapproval requires a spiritual or mental strength, a trust in self and in one's ability, and a belief that, despite the daily dilemmas of teaching, one can have an impact on what students learn (Tschannen-Moran, Hoy, & Hoy, 1998; Wasserman, 1999).   It is an exercise in morality -- that is, one value must be chosen over another (see Ball & Wilson, 1996 for a particularly enlightening description of what they call the "fusion of the moral and the intellectual" when teaching).  Cuban (1992) calls it "satisficing -- that is, in classroom teaching, in order to satisfy, we must sacrifice.  It is, he says, a process of inventing "a tightrope to walk, knowing that to cross the tightrope juggling the competing claims will leave us uneasy."  This perspective argues that teachers need to develop a "moral compass" (Duffy, 1998) to guide them as they struggle to make professional choices. 


Kennedy's (1998) position is similar.  Past interest in beliefs has resulted primarily in making us painfully aware of how difficult it is to change teachers’ beliefs (see, for instance, Anders & Richardson, 1991; Hillocks, 1999; Richardson, Anders, et.al., 1991; Wideen, Majer-Smith and Moon, 1998; Zeichner, 1999),  but Kennedy argues that the key lies with helping teachers interpret  situations differently.  Acquiring new knowledge alone does not alter the beliefs that determine how teaching situations are interpreted (nor, it seems, does new knowledge develop the desired disposition to adapt). Perhaps, therefore, an important task in teacher education is not only the passing on of professional knowledge but development of a disposition.

In sum, professional excellence does not seem to be a simple matter of knowledge acquisition.  Knowledge is essential, but apparently is not adequate.  The true test of excellence is apparently the ability to adapt knowledge to the complexity of the instructional situation.  And doing that, it seems, is a matter of spirit more than mind.

So the problem of determining teacher quality is plagued by a number of problems.  If, indeed, knowledge was all we had to be concerned about, we could administer a paper-and-pencil test.   But just giving teachers tests of knowledge has "limited validity" (Anders, Hoffman & Duffy, in press).  There just does not seem to be much connection between passing a paper-and-pencil knowledge test and the ability to be effective as a reading teacher in a real classroom.    In fact, Wasserman (1999) argues passionately that "stockpiling" pieces of information about teaching is wrong.  Recalling her own experience, she says she was led to believe that if she only knew what the answers were, she would be prepared to face the overwhelming and exhausting human dilemmas that make up life in classrooms.  "Unfortunately," she says, "I had been swindled." 

Beyond knowledge, we must examine whether teachers adapt knowledge – whether they make adaptive decisions using research knowledge such as that noted above  to create instructional situations that meet the unique demands of the situation.


Another major problem in the evaluative puzzle is the question of when to evaluate.  Clearly, it would be convenient to evaluate teachers as they exit their teacher education programs.  However,  it is clear that it takes time to become an effective reading teacher.  Grossman, Valencia, et.al. (1999) report that their teachers had difficulty implementing teacher education learnings until their second year of teaching.  Similarly, my work indicates that even experienced teachers take a long time to apply new learning, and that the progression toward expertise often involves setbacks and defeats before ultimately being assimilated into daily teaching (Duffy, 1993b).  The message is that teacher development is a slow process, and teacher educators must be patient in expecting change.  Consequently, it is problematic to assess teacher quality before teachers have had several years of teaching experience.

Much of this is because of the contextual effect of the school. .  As Greene (1991) has said:


". . . when we have our initial experiences with teaching in public schools, . . . we 
become sharply aware of limits, of structures and arrangements that cannot easily 
be surpassed.  No matter how practical, how grounded our educational courses 
were, they suddenly appear to be totally irrelevant in the concrete situation where 
we find ourselves."

That is, there are “school effects” that influence teacher quality (see, for instance, Hoffman, 1991).   Teacher evaluation must, according to Taylor, Pearson, et.al. (1999), attend to both school-level (organizational) and classroom level (instructional) facets.  Elmore (1997) says this is because the school's culture of leadership and staff development over time are crucial to teacher application of knowledge.  That is, teachers may or may not use what they learned in teacher education depending on the leadership in the building, the school's traditional perspective on reading, the curricular materials they must use, assessment policies, the method of reporting to parents, and countless other contextual factors.  Even the nature of the clientele influences a teachers' work, with schools having a predominately at-risk student population placing different constraints and pressures on teachers than schools having a predominately successful student population.  Grossman, Valencia, et.al. (1999) document the effect of context in their longitudinal study of teacher education students' first two years on the job, noting that some were able to do what they learned in teacher education but that others "had to work around the edge" of contextual constraints.  


Consequently, evaluation of teacher quality in isolation from the context in which the teaching occurs may not provide an accurate picture.  My personal experience is that even when teachers see that a newly-learned teaching technique has had a positive impact  on their students, they report difficulty sustaining the new practice in the face of local pressures and constraints (see, for instance, Duffy, Roeher & Putnam, 1987).   

Given the effect of the workplace on teacher actions, perhaps the most valid way to assess teacher quality is to delay assessment of teacher education graduates until they have been teaching for several years.  Then the assessment should be conducted on site, should be long enough to gather rich information about the interaction between the teacher's instruction and the school context, and should be organized to determine the degree to which important categories of research are employed in mosaic-like ways. 


But perhaps the most compelling reason for evaluating teacher quality on-the-job is because the ultimate measure of teacher effectiveness is the learning gains of students, and until teachers are on the job, they do not have students.  As Schalock, Schalock & Myton (1998) point out: 


"A demonstrably effective teacher (in contrast to a teacher who is merely 
knowledgeable or skillful) is able to integrate and apply whatever knowledge and 
skills are needed to advance a particular group of students toward a particular 
learning goal under a particular set of conditions."

In short, the proof of the pudding is the teacher's accomplishments with kids (although it should be noted that this criterion is not without its own dilemmas, since it is easier to generate impressive student outcomes in wealthy schools than in schools of poverty).  


Unfortunately, the charge I was given does not permit delayed, on-site teacher assessment of the kind described above.  To the contrary, my charge specifies "large-scale, national evaluation."  Regardless of how valid it is to use teacher observations and student outcomes, it cannot be done on a large-scale, national basis.


A "fall-back" position involving less time and money is used by the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards (see, for instance, Buday & Kelly, 1996; Hurst, Wilson & Cramer, 1998; Rotberg, Futrell & Lieberman, 1998).  This assessment has two parts.  The first consists of portfolios of students' work, video tapes of sample teaching and other examples of teaching; the second consists of a set of exercises requiring application of professional knowledge, skills and practices (such as evaluating curricular materials, analyzing sample teaching situations and assessing samples of student work).  This method is not as dependable or as rich as actually observing a teacher work and noting student outcomes.  However, because portfolios require genuine artifacts of the teacher's work and products from students, and because the exercises focus on application of knowledge, it has a high degree of face validity.  Additionally, the activities provide opportunities to observe teacher thinking, which should reveal information about whether teachers are mechanical users of knowledge or whether they are disposed to orchestrate knowledge together to create situationally  appropriate mosaics. 

Unfortunately, however, this approach to evaluation, like on-site observation, fails the efficiency criterion because large numbers of teachers cannot be tested in a single sitting.


Consequently, we ultimately are forced back to traditional, paper-and-pencil testing.  Unlike all of the above, this method is fast and cost effective -- it meets the criteria of "large-scale" and "national."  However, my experience administering traditional tests of professional knowledge (where teachers match terminology, fill in blanks of cloze passages or otherwise perform on an "objective" measure) suggests that the only thing we learn from such tests is who is a good test-taker and who is not.  Invariably, when combined with classroom observations, the correlation between test performance and impressive teaching is weak.  I know of no research that contradicts my experience. 


I have had somewhat better luck when I have assessed teacher quality using paper-and-pencil scenarios of typical reading instruction problems.  Because the scenarios require application, they provide a "window into a teacher's mind."  One can at least observe what the teacher says he or she would do to apply knowledge in solving professional problems.  It does not, however, predict what a teacher will actually do when faced with all the ambiguity and uncertainty of real-life reading instruction, or how the teacher will respond when faced with contextual constraints.  Similarly, this technique cannot be counted on to evaluate whether a teacher is modifying professional knowledge to create a mosaic-like response to an instructional problem.   As with objective tests, I know of no research that validates this form of assessment.  Another liability is that each scenario must be rated, which means numerous raters and assurances of rater reliability.


In sum, the "large-scale, national" constraint is huge. Its limitations cause me to search for a multi-faceted system involving at least two levels of assessment.  The first would be paper-and-pencil scenarios to be administered to all teacher education graduates as an exit test from the teacher education program.  The scenarios would be created to test teachers' application of the ten research categories I have specified above (i.e, conceptual tools and pedagogical tools), and would provide a baseline for comparing teachers’ exit performance level with on-the-job performance (thereby providing additional insight into the impact of the school culture).  The second level would involve only a few teacher graduates, chosen at random from each institution (I'm thinking of as few as five per institution).  Those few would be assessed for several years following graduation using a system similar to that used by the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards except that the reading exercises would reflect the above ten categories, would probe for mosaic-building and, hopefully, would be designed to provide insight into teachers’ disposition to act adaptively, especially in the face of school constraints.  The only other addition would be to require student outcome data from each of the randomly selected graduates at each portfolio session.  


Such a plan has five things to commend it.  First, assessment data will be available on all graduates (using the paper-and-pencil scenarios).  Second, because the paper-and-pencil test consists of scenarios, the emphasis is on application, not memory (but on the down side, an evaluation of mosaic-building would be hard to determine).  Third, the results of portfolio-type assessments of a randomly-selected sub-set of teachers can be compared to the paper-and-pencil test results to determine the effect school culture had on teacher actions since exiting the teacher education program.  Fourth, insisting that the sub-set of target teachers provide student achievement data preserves the integrity of the most important criterion for teacher effectiveness -- the teacher's accomplishments with kids.  Finally, the rich, qualitative data obtained from the small sample of teachers would yield multiple insights and improve teacher education practices.


What I propose is not a perfect solution.  But there is no perfect solution.  I could live with the one I suggest, primarily because I believe it would yield valuable data that would provide insights into teacher quality.

CONCLUSION


Writing a Request for Proposals to evaluate graduates of Teacher Quality Enhancement Grants is going to be a difficult task, particularly in reading.  At the most fundamental level, there is little agreement on what reading teachers should know and be able to do, nor is there widespread agreement on the reading teacher as a mosaic-builder. One example is pointed out by Hoffman (1999), who notes that recent NICHD efforts to paint a simple view of classroom teaching of reading assumes a much less complex view of what teachers need to do to be effective in teaching reading.   

Further, there can be significant differences in how teachers are taught to teach reading from one institution to another.  This is because professors of reading are influenced as much by belief as by data.  The long-fought paradigm war between whole language and phonics is illustrative.  The battle has been sustained for decades because professors on both sides filter research results through their respective belief systems.  As a result, teacher education graduates from one program may look different than graduates of another, even though both programs purport to be “based in research.” 


But my major concern is that we evaluate the most important aspect of effective teaching.  From my perspective, that means that, first, we must not confine ourselves to knowledge but focus instead on how teachers use knowledge.  Second, it means we have to do it in a context where we can examine the teacher’s impact on student outcomes. 


In the final analysis, the form the evaluation tool ultimately takes will not be perfect, nor will it satisfy everyone.  But if it focuses on teachers’ adaptive actions and defines effectiveness in terms of what kids learn,  it will be a positive contribution to the field.
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