ABSTRACT

Much attention has been given to the development of statements of
essential competencies for special educators. There has, however, been
relatively little attention to how these competencies are best developed.
Assumptions have been made that postgraduate training in special
education leads to competenc: in teaching and that this training is best
preceded by mainstream teaching experience. This is the case in New
South Wales (NSW) where the Department of School Education (DSE) has
a funding tradition of favourir g experienced teachers over inexperienced
teachers in its sponsored special education training programs. The

Commonwealth Government ¢ f Australia has also made this assumption.

This study examined the s rength of association between several
professional development factors and excellence in special education
teaching. Factors such as experience, training, mentoring and teacher's
age were identified through the literature or through practice. A
multimethod approach, with bo:h quantitative and qualitative
procedures, was used. Special educators who taught in special units or
special schools throughout NSW were self and supervisor appraised
using a draft NSW DSE special educator competency statement. The
association between their cornpetency (self appraised and supervisor
appraised) and the various factors was determined. Responses to open-
ended questions were also ana.ysed. Five excellent teachers were selected
and each observed and intervi:wed over a two-day period. Their stories
of the developmental paths of the various observed competencies (from
the NSW DSE statement) were transcribed and analysed. The results of
each of the quantitative and qualitative procedures were examined
separately and then brought t>gether to determine convergence and/or
divergence.

There was a not a clear answr to the research question "What are the
factors associated with excelle:ce in special education teaching?". There
was strong evidence that the | ersonal attributes of special educators are
associated with excellence. With three other factors, total teaching
experience in special education, postgraduate training and teacher's age,
there was some weighting 1n favour of association but also some
discrepancy. Other factors shc wed little or no association. The evidence



was clear that teaching experience prior to postgraduate training was not
associated with excellence.

The results of this study highlight the need for a multimethod approach in
this type of research. The use of just one method, or just one group of
appraisers, would have resulted in a different finding than if another
method or another group of appraisers had been used. In addition to the
answers to the research question, there were several other important
findings. The findings have implications for the content of inservice
programs, university programs and NSW DSE training sponsorship
programs as well as recruitment practices. The findings also have
relevance further afield. There are clear directions for future research.



Chapter 1

CONCEPTUALISATION AND CONTEXT OF THE STUDY

Introduction

In this study special education refers to provisions developed to serve the
learning needs of children whc, because of disabilities, are unable to learn
in the usual way and/or at the usual rate. It is known that these children,
given the best appropriate education which caters for their individual
needs, can not only learn but ir the majority of cases can do so to such an
extent that they are able to lead fulfilled, independent and productive
lives. To ensure that school students with disabilities do reach their
highest levels of fulfilment, inc ependence and productivity, it is essential
that their special education teachers have developed a high level of

professional competency: they must be excellent.

There is not a comprehensive >ody of research which clearly states how
excellence in special education teaching is best attained. There are,
however, widespread assumptions atout this and these have driven the
practices of both school ecucation systems and teacher training
institutions. Assumptions, hcwever sensible they may seem, are not a
sound basis for making decitions which affect the lives, present and
future, of children with disablities. These assumptions also affect the
allocation of financial resource;. This study seeks to redress the situation
in which assumptions direct p -actice. It asks the question "What are the
factors associated with exceller ce in special education teaching?" in order
to add to the present meagre research. The intention is to assist all those
involved to make informed d:cisions about the most effective ways of
developing a special educatior teaching profession of the highest quality
possible.

The present chapter will place this study in an historical and current
practices context. It will be an verview, rather than a detailed statement,



in order to avoid duplication of material that is better placed in Chapter 2,
Review of the Literature. Statements of policy, practice and research,
which are made in this chapter, will be detailed and discussed in the next
chapter. After discussion of the relevant historical and current practices,
the purpose of the study will be outlined and the research question and
the several subquestions will be presented. This will be followed by a
discussion of the theoretical framework underpinning the study and by
the rationale. There will then be a discussion of the limitations and
assumptions of the study. Several concepts, definitions and abbreviations
as they are used in this report will be explained. The chapter will
conclude with a brief statement on the structure of this thesis.

Historical and current practices context

As this study was undertaken in Australia, in the State of New South
Wales (NSW), the following information concentrates on this context. In
the early part of the latter half of this century education in Australia was
increasingly influenced by the human rights movement. This has had
ramifications worldwide and has influenced the provision of services to
students with disabilities. Nirje (1970), in Sweden, developed the concept
of normalisation, that is, all children have the right to engage in all those
activities, including educational activities, that are seen to be normal to
the particular culture. This was further expanded and promoted by
Wolfensberger (1972) in Canada. In the United Kingdom, the Warnock
Report (Warnock, 1978) demonstrated a similar ideology. Australia too
was caught up in this movement and as a result Australian parent,
professional and community lobby groups pressured Departments of
Education to review their services to students with handicaps (the term
then used in Australia and now replaced by disabilities). Several reports
and reviews at both State, for example, the NSW Doherty Report (1982),
and Commonwealth levels, for example what has come to be known as
the Schonell Report (Andrews, Elkins, Berry and Burge, 1979), were
conducted as a result of this pressure.

Prior to the nineteen seventies, Australian government-run educational
services for students with disabilities were very limited. Many children
were excluded from public schools, some on the sole basis that they were
not toilet trained. Most children with severe disabilities were educated in



privately-run schools or care «ituations, their teachers frequently having
had no teacher training of any kind. In reality the situation was one of
supervision and care for mény of these students were regarded as
ineducable. With the burgeoning advocacy of the 1960s and 1970s
regarding human rights, inclucding the rights of students with disabilities,
State governments were forced to redress the above situation and to
assume responsibility for the education of all children, regardless of the
nature and extent of their disabilities. This drew attention to the fact that
a suitably qualified teaching force was required. Australia has never felt
the need to legislatively enshr ne its obligation to provide educationally
for all children and to do so with few exceptions within mainstream
education, as has the United S ates with its 1975 Public Law 94-142, "The
Education of All Handicappe1 Children Act". Nevertheless, Australia
now takes very seriously its obligation concerning the education of
children with disabilities. Edu:ation systems now see these obligations in
the context of the 1992 Federal Disability Discrimination Act (enforceable
from 1993) and are aware of fossible legal repercussions if the rights of

students with disabilities are not met.

In 1974 the NSW government program, which gradually took over the
educative function of the 85 private institutions (McRae, 1996), was called
"The Assumption of Responsibility Program". In assuming this or similar
responsibility it became obvious to State Departments of Education and to
the teacher training institutions throughout Australia that a large influx
of suitably qualified special education teachers was needed. Thus the
1970s saw a growing number of tertiary courses in special education
teaching. It was assumed that the best preparation for teaching in special
education was through the study of formal tertiary special education
courses. Preference in placenient to vacant special education teaching
positions was given to these ;;raduates. This belief, and therefore this
practice, has continued.

Two assumptions influenced the nature of these tertiary courses. Firstly,
it was assumed by most tertia 'y educators that postgraduate training in
special education following teacher education as a mainstream teacher
was preferable to undergraduate training in special education without
mainstream training. It shoulc be noted that a small number cf training
institutions did not accept this assumption and provided full



undergraduate special education training. Secondly, it was assumed that
postgraduate training should build on, not only mainstream training, but
also teaching experience in mainstream classes. Thus entry to these
postgraduate courses of study required a basic teaching qualification in
either primary or secondary education followed by a stated minimum
amount of satisfactory teaching experience. Because educational services
in special education were then very undeveloped, the teaching experience
of almost all course entrants was in mainstream classes.

It was considered that the demands of this postgraduate training, and
then of teaching in special education as a fully qualified special educator,
required a maturity and expertise that could only be gained through
extensive prior teaching experience. As entry to special education
teaching was to be through the experience/training process described
above, prior mainstream teaching experience rather than special education
experience, was the preferred path to a career in special education. Thus,
in the 1970s most courses in Australian universities and colleges of
advanced education (these colleges are now part of the university system)
had a similar prior experience prerequisite, usually of five years. Most
Australian universities offering postgraduate courses have since then
gradually reduced the five year prerequisite so that there is now, almost

entirely, no teaching experience requirement for course entry.

No university in NSW now has teaching experience as a prerequisite for
entry into a generalist post-graduate special education course. Generalist,
using the NSW terminology, refers to special educators whose
postgraduate training prepares them for teaching students with learning
difficulties, intellectual and physical disabilities and behavioural and
emotional disorders. It does not include sensory impairment.
Universities, such as the University of Western Sydney, which offer
training in this disability area have maintained the prior teaching
experience prerequisite for course entry. Generalist also does not include
early childhood (birth to four years) as this area also is considered to
require more specialist training.

Very few universities and colleges of advanced education have provided
programs which have combined mainstream and special education
teacher training at the undergraduate level with graduates thus receiving
dual certification. These institutions had no teaching experience



prerequisite for the special education component of the course.
Macquarie University in NSW continues to offer a program of this type,
although in a slightly different form from its original program. Likewise,
a very small number of teecher training institutions have offered
undergraduate courses in special education alone, their graduates
receiving certification as special education teachers only. Kuring-gai
College of Advanced Education ‘now part of the University of
Technology, Sydney) is an exa nple of such an institution. This course no
longer exists and this is the general pattern of such courses. It should be
noted that these undergraduate courses in both these institutions were not
commenced until some years after the early 1970s. From the 1980s the
experience prerequisite was already being reduced by the institutions
running the earlier postgraduate courses.

It is not known whether th: general abandonment by the teacher
education institutions of the assumption that experience was necessary is
due to a reconsideration of the value of this or whether it has been driven
by the need to attract student:. It suggests that there is a belief that all
those skills and understandings, previously believed to be acquired
through experience, are now seen as either no longer necessary to a good
special educator or able to be learnt in other ways. Perhaps the
abandonment of the experience criteria had a different reason. In the
current Australian climate of f nancial restraints and the associated need
on the part of tertiary institut:ons to actively attract students it may be
that the quality of the graduates is regarded as of less importance than
budgetary issues. Whatever :he reason there is no research evidence
concerning the benefit of either the teaching experience prerequisite or for
the more recent discarding of tl.is prerequisite by the training institutions.

The major Australian special education association, the Australian
Association of Special Education (AASE), in 1988 developed a policy
which supported the notion >f specialist training following teaching
experience. It is the current ir tention that this be reviewed. Whilst the
NSW AASE policy did originally conform to the 1988 national policy, the
current policy (undated) does not stipulate teaching experience prior to
postgraduate training although this is the preferred option.



Influenced by the advocacy activities of AASE, the Report of the Schools
Council for the National Board of Employment, Education and Training
(Schools Council, 1989, p.49) also accepted both the postgraduate training

and prior experience assumptions.

... the training of specialist teachers to work with students with more
severe disabilities and to provide advice and support to regular
classroom teachers will be best achieved through the provision of
post-graduate award courses following appropriate regular teacher
training and experience.

The term “appropriate “ as it applies to “experience” is not clarified. The
reference to "severe disabilities” is to students who were then believed to
be best served in separate classrooms. The reference to "support” is to
special educators who collaborate or team teach with or advise
mainstream teachers about their students whose disabilities and learning
difficulties are such that they are best served in the mainstream classroom.

There is evidence that this belief in the importance of prior teaching
experience and postgraduate training has been held for the past 20 years
by the NSW Department of School Education (DSE). Since 1974,
Department sponsorships, in the form of up to 120 full-time cadetships
(teachers receive full salary and some other costs), have been offered each
year to selected applicants who have a minimum of two years prior
teaching experience in either regular or special education (McRae, 1996).
Applicants for full-time cadetships do not need to be already employed by
the DSE. A large number (111 in 1996) of part-time cadetships (some
release from DSE teaching granted for study purposes) are now also being
offered. In 1995, the cost of full-time and part-time cadetships was $4.6m
(McRae, 1996).

Although there is some difference between the Commonwealth and State
requirements concerning amount and type of experience prior to training,
both support the principle that teaching experience prior to specialist
training is preferable to no experience. Part of the cadetship DSE/teacher
agreement is that the teacher will on graduation teach for a period of three
years in a geographic area of need (there being a particular shortage of
qualified special educators in some areas of NSW). The cadetship
program was designed to increase the percentage of teachers formally
qualified and working in special education. High attrition rates (after the



first three years of teaching in ¢ pecial education) have, however, militated
against this. A large number o: special educators in NSW still do not have

specialist postgraduate training.

Late in 1988 the then NSW Minister for Education, Dr Terry Metherell,
introduced a second DSE sponsorship program in special education
training. This was in respons: to the continuing concern about the less
than desirable level of qualified special educators. Unofficial estimates
(no official estimates existed) at that time were that fewer than 40% of
special educators had specialist trainirg and that in country areas this was
considerably lower. Records of this do not exist but this was the figure
known to this writer who had DSE responsibilities in this area at that
time. The situation was regarc ed as unsatisfactory and in urgent need of
redressing. Metherell's purpos: was to alleviate a near crisis situation and
not to deny the preference fcr the training of teachers who had prior

experience.

This comparatively new DSE program: provides an annual number (in the
past four years between 16 and 35 annually) of sponsorships in the form
of scholarships to students end-on to their basic teaching qualification,
that is, to qualified teachers without teaching experience. Scholarships
provide students with an allowance of $10,000 during the year of study.
That the program was, and is, considered to be an interim and less than
satisfactory measure designed to meet a particular current need is shown
by the fact that many fewer scholarships than cadetships are provided
annually and that each scholar receives about one-fourth of the financial
assistance that a cadet receives. The cadetship and the scholarship
programs have now run side-oy-side for eight years. Clearly the belief
that experience prior to post-graduate training is preferable to no
experience is strongly held within the NSW DSE. It could be an

unnecessarily expensive assumption.

The two very different groups >f students (cadets with a minimum of two
years teaching experience and some with two decades or more, and
scholars, who are mostly in their early twenties, with no teaching
experience) are enrolled in the same postgraduate courses of study at the
various universities. They attend the same lectures, tutorials, seminars
and practical experiences and complete the same course requirements. It
would appear that the univessities which continue to enrol these two
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disparate groups of students find that neither group is seriously
disadvantaged through sharing sessions with the other.

Whilst the scholarship program was introduced to increase the numbers
of qualified special educators, it was recognised that the initial benefits
were a year away and that any significant improvements would take
some years. Late in 1989 it became apparent to those responsible for
special education staffing that 1990 would be a crisis year in terms of
finding adequate numbers of teachers with any sort of training or
experience in special education to fill new positions or other vacancies in
special education. The writer at the time was involved in attempts to
alleviate this DSE crisis. Teacher shortages were of particular concern in
the areas of mild intellectual disability, behaviour disorders and learning
difficulties. Intensive full-time 10 week courses were mounted in these
areas with the specific intention of training mainstream teachers to work
in just one category of special education. This move was regarded as
essential but regrettable. Many felt that the introduction of such courses
had the potential to erode the long fought-for requirement of a full year
(or part-time equivalent) of post graduate training. Concern was
expressed about the quality of the graduates of such courses and whether
their future employment would be restricted to their area of intensive
training or whether they would, at a later date, be seen as qualified for
other special education positions. Whilst there were assurances that this
would not happen, there was an air of scepticism and concern. The
holding of long inservice courses has continued but in more recent years
the nature of these has changed. Courses such as the "Learning Assistance
Support Team", the "Reading Recovery Program"” and the "Special
Education School-based Training Program" are not full-time courses
although they are demanding and cover a period of between eight weeks
and one year. The last course does not focus on one particular area of
disability whilst the first two do.

That the NSW DSE regards these as providing only part-training is
evidenced by its seeking (and attaining) university credit, of one or two
semester units, for these inservice courses and its encouragement of their
graduates to complete their postgraduate study. This suggests that there
is an assumption that the long inservice courses, sometimes in one area of
disability only, are, in some way, not as satisfactory as a full university
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generalist postgraduate course. It is possible that this is because
completion of some inservice ourses then restricts the DSE's options in
terms of special education plac 2ment (completion of an inservice course in
behaviour disorders should mean placement as a teacher of students with
this disability). It is also possible that the DSE regards the nature and/or
length and/or content of the various inservice courses as inadequate
compared with full university training. If this is the case, it too would
appear to be an assumption for there has been no study which has
compared the competence of the university graduate with that of a major
DSE inservice course graduate just as there has been no study which has
compared the competence of he experienced graduate with that of the

inexperienced graduate.

Three assumptions have been discussed. All three have concerned
training, either formal university training (with or without prior teaching
experience) or inservice training. Several other assumptions are also
current. These concern the ways in which people can learn other than
through attendance of training courses. Whilst there is much evidence
(discussed in Chapter 2, Review of the Literature) that adults learn,
perhaps best learn, through actual experience, this is not seriously
acknowledged by the NSW DGE which continues to encourage, through
the cadetship program, comrpletion of approved university special
education programs. This encc uragement includes special educators with
many years of experience. There appears not to be a point at which NSW
DSE equates learning through teaching experience in special education
with learning through formal training in special education. The learning
that can take place through otl.er less formal, school-based arrangements
and activities is also not recognised. This particularly includes mentoring,
an approach to the development of professional skills which is finding

increasing favour, particularly n Great Britain.

All these assumptions need to be tested. Continuing to uphold and base
practices on unfounded beliefs is not justified in education generally. It is
particularly not justified in special education where the input of teachers
is so very vital to all those children who have difficulties in learning and
who, consequently, may or may not face a precarious adulthood. It is
urgent that there be a body of sound research evidence that will clearly
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establish the key factors associated with excellence in special education
teaching.

These assumptions are held throughout Australia and, indeed, in the
special education world generally. There is a plethora of statements
emanating from many countries, especially the United States, concerning
the competencies, that is, the skills, knowledge and attitudes that a special
educator must have in order to be effective. It is important that these be
known; equally important is the knowledge of how these are best
developed.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to identify the factor, or combination of
factors, associated with excellence in special education teaching. This
knowledge can then be used to improve the quality of the special
education teaching force and thus the learning of school students with
disabilities.

Whilst there will be a strong focus on collecting evidence on the parts
played by postgraduate teacher training and by teaching experience, both
before and after specialist training, this study will also examine related
factors such as mentoring, inservice courses, professional reading and
personal attributes. Information regarding the last factor will not be
directly sought but survey participants have the opportunity to include
this in an open response if they consider this or any other factor relevant
as a contributor to excellence in teaching.

The research questions

The broad research question concerns the factors that are associated with
excellence in special education teaching. Because this study is being
conducted by just one researcher, it must necessarily be limited in scope.
It therefore examines associated factors rather than causal factors. A much
more comprehensive study with a larger group of special educators

would be necessary to establish a causal relationship.
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Subquestions arise from the broad question. Each addresses a specific
factor that has been attributec, either in the literature or in practice, to

excellence in special education :eaching.

The broad research question

What are the factors associated with excellence in special education

teaching?

The research subquestions

In answering the broad resear :h question, it is necessary to answer first

the individual subquestions. T ese are:

(i)  Is postgraduate special :ducation teacher training associated with

excellence?

(ii)  Is mainstream teachiny experience prior to special education

training associated with >xcellence?

(iii) Is total teaching experience prior to special education training
associated with excellence?

(iv) Is total teaching experitnce in special education associated with
excellence?

(v)  Are special education inservice courses associated with excellence
in special education teacning?

(vi) Is special education mentoring associated with excellence in special
education teaching?

(vii) Is belonging to a special education association or group associated

with excellence in specia. education teaching?

(viii) Is the reading of special education journals associated with

excellence in special edu.:ation teaching?
(ix) Is age associated with ex:ellence in special education teaching?

(x)  Are there other factors associated with excellence in special

education teaching?
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Theoretical framework

Two theoretical assumptions have directed this study: the first concerns
competencies whilst the second concerns training. Each has two aspects.

(i) Competencies

(a) A statement of competencies can encapsulate the professional

qualities of a good special educator.

(b) The NSW DSE draft discussion paper on competencies "Critical
attributes for beginning special education teachers” (NSW DSE,
1994) encapsulates the professional qualities of a good special
educator as required in NSW.

In Chapter 2, Review of the Literature, there is a discussion of the
professional competency movement as well as the formulation, design
and contents of competency statements. The selection of the NSW DSE
list, referred to above, in order to identify excellent special educators,
rather than one of the many other similar statements, is discussed in later
chapters. This study uses the above as a base to investigate the following.

(i)  Training

(a) The best preparation for teachers in special education is
postgraduate teacher training in special education following

mainstream teacher training.

(b) It is preferable that this postgraduate training be preceded by

teaching experience.

Part (ii) (a), above, was stated by both the Commonwealth Government
(Schools Council, 1989) and AASE (1988) and was, and is, implied through
its practices by the NSW DSE. It is included in overseas statements, for
example, that of the Council for Exceptional Children (1995) and by what
has come to be known as the Salamanca Statement (World Conference on
Special Needs Education, 1994), the name often given in special education
circles to the "Framework for Action on Special Needs Education” written
in Salamanca, Spain. All these statements and practices are fully
discussed in Chapter 2, Review of the Literature.
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Part (ii) (b) was stated by the National Council of AASE in 1988. The type
of teaching experience was not specified. NSW AASE more recently
(undated but thought to be 1988 or 1989) has stated, as its preferred
option, training preceded by e>pperience but it does also list other options.
The NSW DSE preferred pract ce, shown by the cadetship program, does
not take into account the type of teaching experience but does require at
least two years of prior experience. However, the Commonwealth
statement, referred to above, stipulates that this experience should be in
mainstream or regular education. The Salamanca Statement accords with
the Commonwealth statement. “Specialised training in special education
needs leading to additional qualifications should normally be integrated
with or preceded by training and experience as a regular education
teacher ...” (World Conference on Special Needs Education, 1994, item
43).

The World Conference was jointly organised by the Government of Spain
and UNESCO with the purpose of writing and subsequently obtaining
Government signatories world-wide to an agreed statement of principles
to be the basis for the develor ment of special education internationally.
This is, "The Salamanca Stateinent on Principles, Policy and Practice in
Special Needs Education” (World Conference on Special Needs Education,
1994). However, whilst the A.ASE and Commonwealth statements value
teaching experience prior to pcstgraduate training, because it is perceived
that this leads to quality teachig, the statement made in Salamanca is not
based on this value judgement but rather on other issues. The above
quotation attributes other aspects of employment to the preference for
training and experience, that s, "... in order to ensure complementarity
and mobility” (section 43, p.8). It is not intended to pursue the reasoning
behind this statement but ratier to point out that again, for whatever
reason, there is, and this time on the international stage, an acceptance of

specialised training built on experience.

Rationale for the study

It has already been stated thit there is a copious amount of literature
concerning the competencies needed by special educators and that this is
discussed in Chapter 2, Rev ew of the Literature. It has also been
previously stated that there is little research concerning how these



16

competencies are best attained. Thus there is some general agreement
concerning what constitutes a good special educator. The goal is stated; it
is not known how best to get there. This research is about how best to
reach the goal of excellence in special education teaching.

This is an early study in this area and so is breaking new ground and
certainly not claiming to provide all the answers. Its major achievement
may well be that it directs further research attention to this very important

area.

Secondary to the above need to know how to reach the goal is the need to
manage, in the most effective way possible, the limited financial resources
that governments of necessity are able to allocate to special education.
This includes teacher training in special education. In 1996, the NSW DSE
allocated over $4.6m for a postgraduate teacher training program, the
special education cadetship program (McRae, 1996). This type of annual
allocation has been made since 1974. The program has not been proven to
be more effective than the other DSE sponsorship program, the special
education scholarship program (introduced in 1989) which receives less
than one-tenth of the cadetship allocation. The difference in expenditure
appears to be based on the assumption that the experienced graduates
will be better teachers than the inexperienced graduates and therefore that
the cadetship program is a more responsible way of spending money.

Since 1994 the DSE, faced with the increasing need in the current climate
of economic rationalism to justify its expenditure, has offered part-time
special education cadetships for experienced teachers in special education
teaching positions. These part-time cadetships cover a high proportion of
the students' study costs and as well provide one day per week release
from teaching duties for the purpose of course study. A similar amount of
money per student is allocated for the training of a full-time inexperienced
scholar who studies internally and a part-time experienced cadet who
studies through distance education. The scholar completes the course in
one year whilst the cadet, in the part-time program, normally takes two
years. Even though the scholar is available more quickly as a fully
qualified special educator, the evidence suggests that the DSE prefers the
experienced teacher. There was a greater number of part-time cadetship
students (77 in 1995, 111 in 1996) in the program than full-time scholars
(35 in 1995, 1996 figure not published) (McRae, 1996).
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This study has the potential to provide the NSW DSE and other similar
bodies with a research-base for making policy decisions concerning both
the training and selection of special education teachers as well as the
allocation of funds and resources. The study also has the potential to
inform the policies and practices of tertiary institutions which train
special education teachers. Stch information may influence both course
content as well as the selection of students. Special education associations
involved with the formulatior of teacher education policies should also
benefit from this study.

The above discussion demonstrates that this research study is stimulated
by both theoretical and policy/practice issues. It is what Biddle and
Anderson (in Wittrock, 1986, p.247) refer to as "grounded (or earthed)
research”. The questions it asks are of both theoretical and practical
interest: the answers it seeks to provide have the potential to inform both
policies and practice.

In broad terms the ideologies underlying the special education practices in
the various Australian states ure very similar. They are consistent also
with those recently adopted in Salamanca, Spain (World Conference on
Special Needs Education, 199:t) concerning the major special education
issues and particularly those -elating to the rights of all children to an
education, the emphasis on in:lusive education and the need for a well-
trained regular and special education teaching force. The timing and
details of translating ideologiss into practice may differ to some extent
between the Australian stat»s, and between the signatories to the
Salamanca Report, but there is a remarkably large degree of congruence
between the different speciil education systems within developed
countries. This means that this research study, set in NSW, Australia, has
relevance to systems much furtaer afield.

Limitations of the study

There are a number of limitations to this study. The major limitation is
that the study is based on the participants’ perceptions. These
perceptions concern professional appraisal and the contributors to the
participants' individual prof:ssional development. All that can be
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responsibly claimed is that the stated perceptions represented reality for
the participants at the time they were made.

Another major limitation of this study concerns the nature of the sample
and the sample size. The broad research question is of such significance
in the special education world that a larger sample of special educators
drawn from at least a number of Australian states would have done
greater justice to the imperative for this type of research. The results of
such a study might be more compelling in their influence on policies and
practices. However, it was considered that a NSW state-wide study
would be able to illuminate to a worthwhile extent what is currently a
little-researched area, to provoke the querying of long-held assumptions
and resulting practices and to provide a basis for larger-scale Australian
and overseas studies.

Whilst this research was restricted to NSW, there were also some
sampling restrictions within NSW. It was the writer's intention to collect
data from as large a sample of special educators as possible throughout
the State. Two factors affected this intention: the first related to the DSE
requirements for conducting research; the second arose from the writer's
knowledge of the nature of the NSW school system and culture, in
particular that pertaining to special education. The writer has had long
experience as a special education teacher and as a school and system
administrator much of this being in NSW. This is explained further
below.

In the NSW DSE a state-wide study requires the approval of the Quality
Assurance Directorate which might, in giving this, stipulate certain
conditions. One of the conditions that this writer was required to observe
was that the special educators and their special education supervisors
(who were being asked to cooperate by also completing a questionnaire)
should not be approached directly but rather through their school
principal. In the case of the supervisors this meant a two-gate approval
system. The principal, on receiving the questionnaires, could, if he/she so
decided, not pass them on. If they were passed on, they then needed the
approval of the special education supervisor, that is, a special educator in
a senior position who had supervisory responsibilities for three to five
special educators. At this stage the supervisor could decide not to
complete his/her questionnaire. If the decision was to cooperate then that
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supervisor completed his/her questionnaire and passed on the teacher's
questionnaire to one of his/her staff. There was thus a three-gate approval
system in terms of the teacher:. The orincipal, the supervisor and finally
the teacher each needed to «pprove cooperation before the teacher's
questionnaire was completed. This whole process meant that the return
rate of completed questionnai-es could not be expected to be as high as
could have been expected had the questionnaires been sent directly to the
intended recipients.

The nature of this research reqiaired that questionnaires be sent in pairs, a
Supervisor Questionnaire with a Teacher Questionnaire. Each supervisor
in NSW was, through his/her principal, asked to cooperate by completing
a questionnaire, part of which contained appraisal questions about a
supervisee (a special educaticn teacher supervised by that supervisor).
The supervisor was also asked to pass on the Teacher Questionnaire, part
of which contained parallel se f appraisal questions. Each questionnaire
was estimated to take approximately half an hour to complete. It was
considered unlikely that man, if any, supervisors would be willing to
spend more that half an hour completing the questionnaire, that is, it was
considered unlikely that they vrould be willing to complete more than one
questionnaire about one of their supervisees. Thus whilst all special
education supervisors in the State were asked to cooperate in the study,
only one teacher per superviscr was asked to cooperate. Isolated special
educators, that is, those who clo not have special education supervisors,
because there are fewer than three special education positions within the
school (this number does not generate a special education supervisor),
were not asked to participate in the study. These teachers are supervised
by a senior mainstream eductor. It would be unlikely that there was
anyone in a supervisory positicn in that school who could knowledgeably
appraise their teaching from a ¢ pecial education perspective. The need for
the pairing of supervisors ard teachers meant that whilst all special
education supervisors in NSW were invited to participate not all special

education teachers were so inv:ted.

As already stated a major part of the questionnaires to both supervisors
and to teachers involved uppraisal of the teacher. Whilst the
questionnaires were anonymous and returned in separate envelopes by
the supervisors and the teacl ers, the concerns that are held by many
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teachers about professional appraisal (Cavenagh, 1994) and the
vulnerability that many would have felt on receipt of the questionnaire,
were recognised. The writer felt concern that some would be reluctant to
cooperate by completing the questionnaire. A novel attempt (discussed in
Chapter 3) was made to make participation as attractive and non-

threatening as possible.

The above explains the anticipated difficulties in obtaining a high
percentage of questionnaire returns from a cross-section of special
education supervisors and teachers. As all supervisors within NSW DSE
were invited to participate it was still expected that a more than adequate
number of responses would be received.

It was also expected that one particular group of special educators would
be underrepresented. These were those who were either itinerant (some
teachers of students with vision, hearing or behavioural/emotional
disabilities) or taught in two or more schools (some teachers of students
with learning difficulties). All of these teachers had one school nominated
as their base school. Many of these teachers were in the isolated situation
described above and so these teachers did not receive a questionnaire. Of
those who were not isolated (their base school had a special education
supervisor) it was possible that their special education supervisors may
not have felt that they knew the teachers’ work adequately to
responsibility appraise those teachers. There could thus be a lower
representation of these itinerant teachers than of special educators
teaching in the one school only. This lower representation was most likely
to occur in relation to the teachers of students with learning difficulties
for, in 1994, when the data were being collected, there were no
supervisors teaching in the area of learning difficulties. This was the only
teaching area in special education that did not, prior to 1996, have senior
teaching positions. It was anticipated that the supervisors who responded
to the questionnaires may have encouraged questionnaire partnership
with a teacher with whose teaching area they felt more familiar.

Within the limitations described above, it was assumed that there would
be a proportional representation of special educators according to the
students being taught in terms of age, level and, in most cases, type of
disability as well as the type of setting and service. An examination of the
demographic aspects of the questionnaire responses will establish
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whether representation was acequate. This examination is carried out in
Chapter 5, Data Analysis: Desc -iption of Stage 1 Participants.

it i~ not as easy, however to confirm whether the sample was
representative in terms of teacher performance, that is, that there was a
range of teacher competence in the respondents that equated with the
range of performance in the whole special education teaching community
in NSW. It was considered thzt only those confident about their teaching
might have chosen to participate in this study which required a
willingness not only to expose themselves to their own professional
appraisal but also to that of their supervisors. Teacher appraisal in the
1994 (and current) education «limate in NSW was a very sensitive issue
and one which the NSW Teachers Federation was reluctant to see as a
condition of employment. It s not known if special education teachers,
as a distinct group, in any way differed from the general teaching
population in this regard. It was accepted as possible that the teacher
respondents might not represent a cross-section of the special education
teaching profession's competence but every effort was made to ensure that

the group was as representative as was possible.

Attempts were made in threce ways to overcome any reluctance to
complete the teacher questionnaire by those who may have felt less able
professionally. Firstly, in the -overing letter which explained the study,
its importance was highlightad as was the need for a representative
sample. Secondly, participan's were assured of a process to guarantee
anonymity and that the two aopraisers (the teacher and the supervisor)
would not need to see each otler's responses. Thirdly, because there was
only one special education te: cher involved for each supervisor, it was
decided that rather than have a teacher entirely self-select (this teacher
would probably be the most confident and therefore possibly the most
able teacher) the supervisors were asked to give the Teacher
Questionnaire to the teacher whose surname was closest to the beginning
of the alphabet of those who were willing to participate. It is impossible
to make an informed judgemert about the effectiveness of these attempts.
It can only be assumed that th: respondents do represent a cross-sample
of special education teachers i1 terms of their professional performance.
This representation is discussed in Chapter 5, Data Analysis: Description
of Stage 1 Participants.
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This study examined only some of the aspects that can be regarded as
associated with the professional development of special educators. They
are the aspects that the participants themselves individually generated, or
which are traditionally associated with professional development and
thus were generated by this writer. This latter largely includes teacher
training and other forms of training and teaching experience. It does not
include the context of the actual school in which the teacher is working.
This would necessitate an examination such as the one carried out by
Retallick and his colleagues (NBEET, 1994), of the culture, organisation
and other aspects of each school.

Background of the writer

The writer's professional experience in special education has both
prompted this study and provided it with a base of knowledge. Her
experience in special education spans a period of more than twenty years,
in two different state systems and with various levels of responsibility in
each. Thus she has both a special education classroom understanding as
well as a system perspective. She is particularly familiar with NSW DSE
special education provisions and teacher training activities.

Assumptions

This research study required the appraisal of a large number of special
educators so that those who were excellent in this cohort could be
identified. This identification was a prerequisite for the investigation of
how these teachers became excellent. Two assumptions were made in this
process of identification. The first concerned the instrument to be used
whilst the second concerned the users of this instrument.

As noted above, it was assumed that the NSW draft discussion paper of
competencies "Critical Attributes for Beginning Special Education
Teachers" (NSW DSE, 1994) was a valid statement or list of competencies
and encapsulated the attributes, that is, the skills, knowledge and
attitudes that were needed by special educators. Whilst it was developed
in NSW for NSW special education teachers, its application could be more
far-reaching than this. The list is one of the many developed throughout
the world during the last three decades. In broad terms there are many



23

similarities between most of the lists in relation to content although not
necessarily in the way the content is arranged. Detailed discussion
concerning competencies statements is included in the Review of the
Literature chapter. It was assumed that the NSW competency statement
was a valid and appropriate s:atement to use in this NSW research. An
explanation of the design prozess as well as its contents, is included in
Chapter 2, Review of the Literature.

Having chosen the instrument to use in the appraisal activity, it was then
assumed that the most effe:tive means, and that which was most
acceptable to the teachers be ng invited to participate, was to use the
instrument as a means of self appraisal (by the special education teachers)
and peer appraisal (by their special education supervisors). It was
unlikely that any other appraisal method would have both given
credibility to this process and been acceptable to the teachers involved
(Cavenagh, 1994). Appraisal methods are also discussed in Chapter 2,
Review of the Literature. The reasons for the selection of this particular
methodology are further discusised in Chapter 3.

In using the above appraisal procedure, it was assumed that both the
teachers and the supervisors u:ing the appraisal instrument would be able
to appraise performance accurately. Because widespread appraisal
procedures were not usual i1 NSW DSE schools in 1994, formal self
appraisal would not have beer a familiar activity for most of the teachers.
Likewise, the nature and exteat of the teacher appraisal would not have
been a familiar activity for most of the supervisors. For this reason a pilot
process was undertaken (see Chapter 3 for elaboration).

The survey instruments used f>cussed to a considerable extent on teacher
training both formal at the tertiary level and through inservice courses.
The quality of the various cot rses was not judged or compared. It was
assumed that all univers ty postgraduate courses formed an
homogeneous group and that the same applied to inservice courses.
Because the respondents came from all areas of NSW they would, as a
group, have been exposed to a whole range of courses run by different
people and institutions. It was reasonable to expect that some of these
would have been good and some not so good but that the size and
geographical spread of tte sample would ensure a balanced
representation.
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Finally, the broad research question implied the assumption that there are
identifiable factors associated with excellence in special education. The
factors researched demonstrate, through the content of the questionnaires,
some assumptions about these, particularly as they relate to training and
experience. However, the content of the questions was based on a
thorough search of the relevant literature as outlined in the next chapter.

Concepts, definitions and abbreviations used in this thesis

The concepts and terms used in this thesis to describe aspects of special
education are those commonly used in the NSW government school
system. Most of these are also common to other Australian states. Some,
however, are different from those used further afield and thus need
clarification. The abbreviations are idiosyncratic to NSW DSE.

Special education in NSW includes all the educational provisions
designed to meet the needs of students with learning difficulties,
intellectual and physical disabilities, emotional and behavioural disorders
and hearing and vision impairments. Learning difficulties are defined as
those difficulties experienced by some students who are within the
normal ability range or higher but have difficulties in learning in one or

more specific areas, most commonly reading, spelling, mathematics.

It should be noted that educational provisions for gifted and talented
students, as well as those for students for whom English is not the home
language, are not included in the special education system in NSW unless
these students also have a learning difficulty or disability.

By far the largest provider of special education services in NSW is the
State government. The majority of schools within the private education
sector either provide no services to students other than perhaps to a few
experiencing some relatively low level learning difficulties, or endeavour
to accommodate students with disabilities within the regular classroom
but without specialist intervention. There are a very few outstanding
private schools which provide for students with a particular disability
such as autism, hearing and vision impairment. As these numbers are
very small and as the State system provides the very large majority of
special education services in NSW, only teachers within this system were

invited to participate in this research. All references to schools are to
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schools within the NSW Sta'e system. The term generalist has been
explained earlier in this chapte:.

This research is about special educatcrs. To avoid unnecessary repetition
many references to special ediication teachers will be to them simply as
teachers. The same will apply t> the term supervisors. Likewise references
to teacher training will mean, unless stated otherwise, teacher training in
special education. References ‘o other than special education will use the
terms mainstream education, ma nstream teacher, mainstream teacher training.
The term mainstream is delibe -ately used in preference to reguiar which
has the connotation that not-regular is irregular: special education is not
this.

References in this study to postgraduate courses are to those special
education programs offered by universities for teachers who are already
qualified to teach in preschocls, primary or secondary schools, that is,
they have a preservice quabfication. These teachers may be either
experienced or inexperienced teachers, the important characteristic being
that they are already qualifiec. mainstream teachers. The postgraduate
qualification received is usuall; a Graduate Diploma (Special Education),
a Bachelor of Education (Speciel Education), a Master of Special Education
or has some other similar title The very large majority of teachers who
are trained special educators have completed such courses. A few
teachers have completed a full andergraduate course in special education.
This has led to a special education qualification recognised by
Departments of Education for employment as a special educator, or a
combined primary and speci: ] education qualification thus giving the
recipient a dual qualification. Undergraduate qualifications in special
education are very rare. The large majority of teachers recognised by NSW
DSE as being qualified special educators have a postgraduate
qualification. This study will t se the term postgraduate to denote all who
are formally qualified in specia. education.

Several other terms and abbre‘iations, which need explanation, are used
in this thesis. Most were used in the questionnaires and are well-known
to teachers within NSW DSE. Definirions and abbreviations used are as
follows.
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Types of special educators:

e class teachers - special educators who have their own class of

students;

*  support teachers - special educators who work with a number

of mainstream educators in a collaborative, consultative or

team teaching role.

Class or support categories:

* LD

e IM

learning difficulties (in NSW within the normal range of
intellectual ability but having a specific difficulty with
one or more learning areas)

mild intellectual disability
moderate intellectual disability
severe intellectual disability

behaviour disorder (Note that in the analysis this included
ED - emotional disorder.)

vision impairment

hearing impairment

physical disability

language disability

intensive reading

early school support (5-8 years)
early childhood

conduct disorders

Inservice courses, as described in this study:

*  major inservice - a DSE course of at least eight weeks of part-

time study;

. short inservice - less than the above, usually from one hour

duration to one or two days.
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Terms and abbreviatioas used in Chapter 7, Data Analysis:

Qualitative Analysis of th 2 Case 5tudies:

childhood (any event in childhood that cortributed to

learning);
intrinsic (innate or p >rsonal characteristics or attributes);

undergraduate traizing (original training as a mainstream
teacher including the practicum component of such a course),

abbreviation - ug;

mainstream teach ng (teaching experience in mainstream

education), abbrevia:ion - m exp;

postgraduate train ng (formal university training in special
education regarded by NSW DSE as full professional training in
special education in:luding the practicum component of such a
course), abbreviatior - pg;

special education experience (teaching experience in special

education), abbrevia :ion - se exp;

peers in school (leaining from teachers and special education
aides within the teacaer's school);

outside peers (learning from any professional colleague,
including therapists, not in -he teacher's school);

inservice (all inservice courses, seminars, conferences held by
NSW DSE);

DSE documents (ary policy, curriculum or other NSW DSE

document);

own reading (all realing that has not been "set" by another, for
example, during a 1DSE or university course), abbreviation -

own read;

formal associations (membership of any formal professional

association);
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e  conferences (all conferences not held by NSW DSE);

e  competency (one of the 22 professional competencies listed by
NSW DSE), abbreviation - comp.

Miscellaneous:

. generalist - a teacher who has been trained and/or teaches in
any area of special education other than sensory impairment
and early childhood;

e postgraduate training - in this study this refers to any
university special education training that qualifies teachers as
special educators in NSW;

* teachers - to save continual repetition of "special education”
prior to "teacher"”, teachers in this area are often referred to
simply as "teachers". Teachers, in this study, are those in non-

promotional positions;

*  supervisors - in this study, refers to special educators who are
in promotional positions and have supervisory responsibilities
in relation to the teachers;

* mainstream - school education other than special education.
Often the term used in the literature is "regular” education. The
writer's preference for "mainstream"” has been previously

explained;

e CBTE - competency based teacher education, that is teacher
education which aims at the development of specified
competencies, these usually being stated in behaviouristic

terms;

¢ IEP - individual education plan (sometimes also referred to as
individual education program). Special education is committed
to the notion that each child must have his/her own unique

plan for learning.
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Structure of the thesis

This research report is structured in such a way that the reader is taken
step-by-step from conceptua isation and context to conclusion. This
chapter has explained the coiceptualisation and context of the study.
Chapter 2 is concerned with a review of the literature. Chapters 3 and 4
present and discuss the research design and methodologies. Chapters 5, 6
and 7 present the findings. Cl.apter 8 is concerned with the convergence
and discussion of these. Charter 9 presents a summary statement of the
findings, discusses their implications and suggests areas for future

research.

The large majority of tables and figures are included throughout the body
of this document so that th2y can be referred to with ease. Thus
appendices have been kept to a minimum. Definitions of special
education terms and abbrev ations have been stated in this present
chapter. A number of non-special ecucation terms are used in a special

way, for example, factor. These are explained at their first usage.
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Chapter 2

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction

The purpose of this literature review is two-fold. Firstly, the writer has
sought to provide a background summary of the research and other
literature relating to the various aspects of this study. Secondly, the writer
has sought to show the way in which the several major decisions made in
the formulation of this study are based on, or arise from, the literature.
These two endeavours are not separated in the following discussion.

This study asks the question "What are the factors associated with
excellence in special education teaching?" The two key words, in terms of
this review, are factors and excellence. The term factors has a broad
connotation in this study. It includes anything which contributes to the
personal professional expertise of the special education teacher. It does
not include factors external to the teacher such as smaller classes, a more
supportive administration, more generous resourcing. Nor does it
specifically examine the context of the workplace.

Excellence, as used in this study encompasses, or is related to, the same
concepts as those contained in the terms quality, competence, effective
teaching and best practice(s). These latter terms will at times be used, not
as synonyms for excellence, but because they convey the same broad
underlying meaning, are all related to maximising student learning and
are variously associated with particular educational movements, ideals or
issues. Thus the quality debate, a topic of current interest in Australia, is
about ensuring an excellent or competent teaching force which will, in

turn, ensure maximum student learning.

In order to determine the association of the factors and excellence it was

necessary to identify a group of excellent special educators and then
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examine the factors that contiibuted to their professional development.
This identification required t:acher appraisal. Thus teacher appraisal
methods are also reviewed in this chapter. Not reviewed here is the
literature concerning the actuil design and methodologies employed in
this study. These are explainec! in Chapters 3 and 4.

Thus this review examines the literature concerning the following three

areas:

. the meaning of excellence in teaching including special education
teaching;

. the factors stated to be associated with the development of
professional excellence in teaching including in special education
teaching;

. ways of appraising teact ers including special educators.

They are reviewed in the above order.

This study is about special ed icators and so this will be the focus of this
review. However, at times there will be considerable reference to
mainstream teachers and teaching. This will be done to highlight or
contrast a special education practice, to show an historical development
from mainstream education to special education, to discuss issues which
are equally relevant to both m:.instream and special education or because
there is a paucity of relevant research directly relating to special
education. This last point is particularly relevant to special education in
Australia. The focus will usually be on the generalist special educator
who is able to teach across categories of disability rather than the special
educator who is trained and teiches in one particular disability area only.

In Australia most special educators are generalist special educators.

The discussion of each of the ¢bove three topic areas will initially take a
broad international perspe:tive with emphasis, because of the
comparative amount of research, on that of the United States. This broad
perspective will then narrow t> Australia, firstly concerning mainstream
education and then narrow further to special education. The literature
concerning the above three areas will now be discussed and this
discussion will conclude with a summary statement that synthesises the
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research in the three areas in terms of its influence in directing this
research study.

The meaning of excellence in teaching and in special
education teaching

Introduction

Concern about effective teaching and its relationship to the quality of
student learning has permeated the research and literature in education
for many decades. The following historical background concentrates on
recent decades, namely the 1950s to the 1990s. Over this period the issue
has received major attention which has had ramifications in attempts to
review and improve classroom practice, school offerings and organisation
and teacher education programs. Some understanding of this historical
background is relevant to this study which uses an Australian
competency statement. The current concepts concerning effective or
competent teaching and the contributors to this have their roots in earlier
movements.

An historical perspective of the effective teacher

Prior to the 1960s the prevailing concern was that the teacher, as well as
having demonstrable teaching skills, be a worthy person living a moral
life. The philosophy and ideas expressed by Dewey (1938, 1966) in
relation to the education of the whole child, found a ready audience. This
was particularly the case in the United States. Hamachek in 1969 (p.343)
expressed the pre-behaviourist perspective when, in his interpretation of
the research, he stated “A good teacher is a good person.” and “A good
teacher rather likes life, is reasonably at peace with himself, has a sense of
humour and enjoys other people.”

He discussed other specific attributes associated with being a good
teacher these including, honour and a democratic, positive, empathic
approach to life. “People grow, flourish and develop much more easily

when in relationship with someone who projects an inherent trust and
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belief in their capacity to beconie what they have the potential to become”
(p.345).

Hamachek (1969) referred to the work of other notable humanist writers
such as Bass in 1929, Bousfield in 194C, Cogan in 1958 and Combs in 1965,
all of whom expressed similar deas. These ideas had a minor resurgence
in the 1960s and 1970s with th> promotion of the conviction that a good
teacher must necessarily strive for his/her own personal growth (Doyle,
1990).

The middle of the century saw the beginnings of a marked philosophical
change in the United States. Tt.e work: of Skinner (1953), followed by such
behaviourism advocates as Becker, Engelmann and Carnine, was
influential in changing the personal attributes emphasis concerning what
constitutes a good teacher, the focus becoming what a teacher does rather
than what a teacher is. This has had a continuing impact on special
education which, in the Unitec States and to varying extents in the states
of Australia, has linked teachzr effectiveness with skills-based student
outcomes. The United States competency-based teacher education (CBTE)
movement of the 1970s developed raridly as an offshoot of this. Bowden
and Masters (1993) pointed out that in 1971 there were 22 CBTE courses
but that within five years this aumber had grown to over 6,000. Despite
this growth, there was mixed reception of CBTE. It did, however, have a
marked impact on the development, within the United States, of special
education teacher competency lists. The term lists is used here because
the majority were written in this format and with a checklist appearance.
An examination of those since the 1970s will demonstrate this emphasis
(in the United States) on precis:ly-stated workplace behaviours (Cullinan,
Epstein and Schultz, 1986; F nk and Janssen, 1993; Graves, Landers,
Lokerson, Luchow and Horvath, 1993; DeFur and Taymans, 1995).

This behaviourist approach hus, in general, dominated the previously-
discussed humanist approach For more than three decades there has
been much less emphasis on tke personal qualities and beliefs of teachers
and much more on actual instrictional performance within the classroom.
It is important to note, however, that during the last decade there has been
some growing uneasiness, par:icularly in regular education, about skills-
based direct instruction metiodologies. This is now finding some
resolution in the current Auctralian approach to the development of
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teacher competency standards (National Project on the Quality of
Teaching and Learning, 1996a). This will be discussed further. Because
the United States was the leader in the skills-based approach, the
following research references and comments, both from opponents and
proponents, have emanated from that country.

Coker's (1976, p.54) statement that “teacher effectiveness must be
measured in terms of changes in pupils that are attributable to the
teacher's help” has been the assumption underlying the teacher
effectiveness research. Effective or competent teachers are those who
demonstrate a number of teaching characteristics that correlate with
student success. It is seldom acknowledged that the relationships
identified are correlational, not necessarily causal.

A number of authors have questioned the methodologies and empirical
validity of much of the effective teacher and best practice research. Coker
(1976, p.55), in writing of the research on teacher effectiveness, claimed
that “despite hundreds of references to the problem in the literature only a
few teacher characteristics have ever been shown to relate to teacher

effectiveness.”

Lists of effective teaching practices have been devised in one of two ways:
based on the advice of experts; based on the observation, documentation
and examination of teacher behaviours in classrooms in which students
are perceived to be making good skills gains. Both approaches can be
challenged.

Blanton and Fimian (1986) criticised the approach of basing lists of
effective practices on what is considered to be expert opinion. The expert
opinion commonly came from those removed from the actual classroom
teaching situation such as teacher educators, curriculum developers,
psychologists. Perhaps, as Coker argued (1976), the best people to devise
such lists are the classroom teachers themselves. Similarly, the
observation/documentation method can be criticised. It can show
correlations only, is very restricted in the student skills measured and is

open to observer discrepancies.

The most commonly cited characteristics of effective teaching practice
associated with high student outcomes in both regular and special
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education are positive expectations of students (Bickel and Bickel, 1986),
good organisation (Stevens ar d Rosenshine, 1981), the assumption of a
direct and active teaching role (Good, 1979; Stallings, 1980; Rosenshine,
1981), guided practice (Berlin>r, 1984), frequent and rapid questioning
(Sindelar, Espin, Smith and Herriman, 1990), maintenance of a high level
of academic learning time (Be1liner, 1984; Sindelar et al., 1990), attention
to pacing and incremental stef s (Berliner, 1984) and teaching for success
(Stevens and Rosenshine, 1931; Berliner, 1984). These practices are
characteristic of direct instruc ion and mastery learning methodologies.
They are closely associated vrith skills acquisition, both academic and
functional.

At times, however, results of tt is type of research are in conflict. Stallings
(1980) found that time spent 01 silent reading was negatively associated
with achievement gains: Leinhardt, Zigmond and Cooley (1931) found
the opposite. Berliner (1984) found benefit in waiting for students to
answer questions: Sindelar et al. (1990) found the requirement of short
prompt answers to be more beneficial. Some of the above-listed best
practices serve to develop lower order thinking, are relevant to rote
learning, do not generalise 1eadily and do not promote the higher
cognitive skills associated wita problem solving. This is of concern to
many special educators, especiully those with students who have learning
difficulties and mild intellectuz1 disability. Such concern is evidenced by
the increasing attention being paid to research in cognition and
metacognition (Cole and Chan, 1990).

Despite the above concern, the belief that an effective teacher is one who
can demonstrate certain skills continues to influence concepts of quality
teaching, particularly quality special education teaching, and is closely
connected with the current competency movement in education. The
competency movement is not new. In fact, as early as 1957 the United
States Commission on Teacher Education developed an inventory of 148
competencies (King, 1994). From that time such inventories have
proliferated in both regular arnd special education. Their development
and use, however, are currentl” at a level not previously experienced. In
1993, Collins wrote “Competercies are the focal concept in the world of
education and training in Australic at this moment ..” (p.3). This
statement remains relevant in 1996. Ir. 1996, professional competencies in
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education are also a major focus, although perhaps not the prime one, in
Britain, some European countries and in the United States.

The issue of quality in education is receiving more attention than ever
before (Ramsey and Algozinne, 1991; Field and Field, 1994). This has
resulted in widespread reforms and restructuring both within Australia,
for example, in the 1988 NSW DSE "Schools Renewal" and their 1995
reorganisation, and overseas, for example, in New Zealand, the 1988
"Tomorrows' Schools” reforms and the 1989 "Education Act”. In Great
Britain there has been "The Education Reform Act" of 1988 and there is
now the "Improving School Initiative”. These reforms should be viewed
in the global context of economic, social and political ambition, unrest and
dissatisfaction. This has resulted in both community and government
questioning of the value of existing structures and services. Walker and
his colleagues (Walker, Hughes, Mitchell and Traill, 1995, p.13), in
discussing Australia's and other countries’ preoccupation in the 1980s
with the quality of teaching, wrote “Education was seen as an essential
ingredient in improving a nation's economic competitiveness, and the

quality of teaching was seen as fundamental to the quality of education.”

The quality debate in education, both in Australia (Schools Council, 1989)
and overseas (Field and Field, 1994) is largely a debate about teacher
quality. Within this there has been a particular focus on teacher
education. Long established practices and content of courses are being
questioned. General opinion is that if teachers are better prepared their
students will make greater gains in learning basic skills and therefore will
be better able to enter the workforce. On the international scene there has
been a proliferation of major changes in initial teacher education within
the last decade.

Britain has expressed its dissatisfaction with traditional tertiary teacher
preparation by introducing a school-based mentor system which, to some
small extent, is reminiscent of the apprenticeship system of the early years
of this century (Harvard and Dunn, 1992). Begun in 1992, it implies,
through its requirement of 66% of teacher preparation time being in
schools, that an effective teacher is largely the product of hands-on skills
training (Field and Field, 1994). This concern about the relative weighting
of school-based experience and theoretical knowledge acquisition in

teacher preparation courses is not confined to Britain. In Australia,
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Turney and his colleagues (Turney, Eltis, Toyles and Wright, 1986, p.vii)
stated:

Today the professional preparation of teachers has two significant
distinctions: the gap bet'ween the theoretical knowledge taught in
teacher education progra ns and the experiences of student teachers
in the practicum : and the gap between both the theoretical and
practical learning of student teachers and the real world of work to
be undertaken by teacher: in today's schools and those of the future.

The United States National Board for Professional Teaching Standards,
established in 1987 (King, 1991), is currently moving towards a national
teacher accreditation system for beginning teachers which requires the
satisfactory completion of pcst-university or college pre-employment
written tests, these including sections relating to basic skills acquisition by
the prospective teacher. This is part of the education reform movement
which was prompted by the 1983 Nazional Commission on Excellence in
Education report, "A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for Educational
Reform"” and strengthened by :he 1986 publication by the Holmes Group,
"Tomorrow's Teachers" (Roth and Pipho, 1990). Such competency testing
is designed to ensure the ma ntenance of standards for entry into the
profession of teaching and tc expedite the transportability of teacher
qualifications from state to sta:e. Already in special education, 48 of the
50 American states have teacher competency testing prior to appointment.
This testing is discussed furtaer in the third section of this literature
review, that is, the section on teacher appraisal.

In special education the quality debate is made even more imperative
because of the strong emergen e over the last two decades of the human
rights movement. This has s:rengthened the call for the provision of
quality for all including thcse marginalised by learning and other
disabilities. The call has been heeded to the extent that in some countries
the educational rights of chiliren have been enshrined in legislation,
notably in the United States with Public Law (PL) 94-142, "The Education
For All Handicapped Children Act” and its admendments PL 101-476,
"The Individuals with Disatilities Education Act”; in Britain "The
Education Act" of 1981 influencad by the Warnock Report of 1978, "Special
Education Needs: The Repor: of the Committee of Enquiry into the
Education of Handicapped Children and Young People” (Ashman and
Elkins, 1994); in New Zealand ' The Human Rights Act" of 1993 (Mitchell,
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1994). Whilst most other countries do not have comparable legislation, a
significant number do have policy statements, many of which are seen as
inviolable. All Australian states have such statements. In NSW there is
the "Special Education Policy" (DSE, 1993, p.4) which “acknowledges that
every child with a disability, learning difficulty or behaviour disorder has
the right to attend the regular neighbourhood school where this is
possible and practicable and in the best interests of the child.”

At the international level the "Statement on Principles, Policy, and Practice
in Special Needs Education", together with the "Draft Framework for
Action on Special Needs Education" (World Conference on Special Needs
Education, 1994), has the potential to be far-reaching. It clearly expounds
to the world community the rights of all children to a quality education
that responds to their individual needs. Quality teacher education is one
of the prerequisites, many would argue the major prerequisite, of quality

education.

The international professional competency movement in education

It is useful to consider this competency movement in the context of the
broader international workplace competency movement. There has been
a growing intent in many developed countries to define more accurately
workplace standards, both vocational and professional. In the United
States these are often referred to as “workplace know-how”, in the United
Kingdom they are called “core skills” and in New Zealand they are
known as “essential skills” (Borthwick, 1993, p.30). The United States also
uses the term competency (or competencies) in education, particularly special
education. Although the term has been used there for at least four
decades (King, 1994), in recent years it has gained more attention. It has,
in fact, largely replaced the term effective teaching. It is accepted that a
competent teacher is an effective teacher and a competent, or quality,
teaching profession will ensure that students achieve maximum positive

learning outcomes.

The term competency (or its synonyms) has been variously defined
according to the prevailing social and cultural context as well as the
particular philosophical perspective of the definer. It is a “social construct
developed by particular people at a particular time” (Preston and
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Kennedy, 1995, p.30). Thus it is very much both person and situation
related. All definitions concerr those attributes (or other term depending
on the user's perspective) which are seen as essential to effectiveness as a
worker. It is usual that these e in the context of the worker entering a
trade or profession and so are s tated as essential beginning competencies.
The large majority variously ir clude one or more of the following: skills,
knowledge, attitudes, unders:andings, capacities, capabilities. Those
individuals and committees which believe competencies must be
observable and checkable will inevitably devise a definition which is
largely skills-based. This is often translated into a list of skill behaviours.
Those who believe that competencies include other attributes as well as
skills, will describe aspects waiich are less easy to demonstrate and to
some may be seen as esoteric. There is thus a difference in competency
statements formulated by those who are predominantly concerned with
what teachers do (behaviourists), those who are most concerned with
what teachers think (cognitivists) and those who emphasise what teachers
are (humanists). The issues of definition are crucial to the formulation of
special educator competencies and hence will be more fully addressed
below, particularly as they rela e to special education.

The international special education competency movement

Lists of professional competen:ies for special educators, as for educators
in general, have usually been drawn up in one of four ways (Fields, 1987):
compilation based on a review of good teaching practices; amalgamation
or modification of existing lists; surveys using a particular interest group;
procedures using a group of experts generally with different perspectives.
Lists may then be validated, o1 field-tested, using opinion from a further
group such as classroom practitioners (Zane, Sulzer-Azaroff, Handen and
Fox, 1982; Swan and Sirvis, 1992; NSW DSE, 1994). Whitten and Westling
(1985) and Blanton (1992) found expert opinion followed by professional
validation to be the most >roductive way of developing sets of
competencies.

This expert opinion/professional valication process is likely to be lengthy
because it is a multi-stage t:chnique. Whilst the large majority of
competency lists have been developed in this way, it is unusual for the
developmental process then to include the type of psychometrical
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procedures used by Blanton and Fimian (1986) to determine the internal
consistency of items.

Arguably the most important list for special educators is that developed
by the United States-based Council for Exceptional Children (CEC), "What
Every Special Educator Must Know: The International Standards for the
Preparation and Certification of Special Education Teachers" (CEC, 1995).
This Council “is the largest professional organisation internationally
committed to improving educational outcomes for individuals with
exceptionalities” (CEC, 1995, inside cover). Currently, this is the major list
worldwide because of the extent of its development and validation
process, its intention to be applicable internationally and the fact that it is
both generic and specific. The 1995 publication includes the previously
developed individual statements, that is, the non-categorical or generalist
statement, "Common Core of Knowledge and Skills Essential for all
Beginning Special Education Teachers” (Swan and Sirvis, 1992) and the
additional lists concerning specific specialisations, for example, "The
Development of Knowledge and Skill Statements for Teachers of Students
Who are Deaf or Hard of Hearing" (Easterbrooks and Radaszewski-
Byrne, 1995). The development and validation process of the former
involved over 2000 CEC members and took three years to complete.
Development of the eight specialist competency statements followed a
similarly rigorous process. The brief of the nine committees referred to a
set of "Knowledge and Skills". All items are listed under these two
headings, their actual wording not, however, being entirely restricted to
this nor as restricted to demonstrable behaviours as with some previous
lists.

Whilst the development of the CEC (1995) list is an international
landmark in special education, and whilst it is probable that many
Australian special educators would regard it highly (as does this writer), it
does not, in either its format or contents, accord with Australian thinking
about teacher competencies (as this has been expressed in relation to
education in general). The contents and structure of competency lists
cannot be generalised from one country to another. The CEC list is
valuable but it is a starting point only. Its contents must be examined in
relation to the uniqueness of each particular setting. Its emphasis on skills
in its 107 generalist competencies and its restricted style of formatting is at
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variance with both the earlier 1990s Australian statements and
particularly with the 1996 statements of the National Project on the
Quality of Teaching and Learn ng (NPQTL, 1996a).

The inclusions in the various United States special education competency
statements have a considerabl= degree of similarity. Most lists contain a
small number of broad domains, the majority of these falling within the
three (Blanton, 1992) to 13 (Graves, 1993) range. Hudson, Morsink,
Branscum and Boone (1987) re viewed 57 citations, written over a 20 year
period, which they then red iced to 16 broad competencies arranged
within five domains, thece being general/specific knowledge,
planning/evaluation, curriculum content, clinical teaching strategies,
behaviour management.

Nine years later, with the increasing emphasis in special education on
consultancy and collaboration, it is likely that such a list would include
this as a sixth domain. In fa:t these two areas are included in several
recent lists such as those developed bv Glomb (1991), the NSW DSE (1994)
and the CEC (1995). Hornb7, Wickham and Zielinski (1991) in their
review of the British literature identified a list of 46 competencies which
they then placed into seven domains, one of which was Counselling and
Consultation. Whilst domains are variously categorised and their
contents differently ascribed, in general, they include, expressed in one
way or another, most of the fo lowing broad areas:

. philosophical/political / ethical /legal /historical /advocacy issues;

. characteristics of the lea ners;

. assessment and evaluation of learning;

. learning theories, teaching methodologies and strategies;

. program development, (lesign and implementation;

. behaviour/classroom mr anagement;

. resource management;

. collaboration/consultation/working in teams including with

parents.
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A number of competencies statements exist in Great Britain. In 1990 the
National Association for Special Education Needs (NASEN) developed
their "Guidelines to the Content of Teachers' Courses in Special Education
Needs" (Mittler, 1993). Three years later Mittler (1993) updated his 1987
list, "Initial List of Training Areas for Staff in Special Schools and Units",
publishing this under the auspices of NASEN. This is a simple list of
broad content areas to be covered in special education courses and is not a
list of competencies as would be envisaged by either the United States or
Australia. The Teacher Training Agency (TTA), appointed by the
Secretary of State, is currently developing standards for newly-qualified
teachers (as well as three other teacher groups). Within this, the Special
Education Needs Consortium is preparing a report which will include a
list of "Competencies of Teachers in Special Educational Needs" (Lawlor,
1996). Concern has been expressed “that standards (are) more explicit
without resorting to a narrow competency-based approach” (Lawlor,
1996).

This concern has been felt by many within Britain and elsewhere. Both
Hamachek (1969) and Bruininks (1977) in the United States were early
advocates that competency statements should not depict teachers as
technicians who merely implement prescribed practices but rather as
professionals with essential personal characteristics. Helldin (1993),
writing of Norway and Sweden, described the effective special educator
as an inspired human being. In Britain, Barton, Barrett, Whitty, Miles and
Furlong (1994, p.538) cautioned that “specifying particular competencies
(will) encourage restricted rather than extended notions of
professionalism and professionality.”

Other concerns about the possible use , or misuse, of sets of competencies
have been expressed by many educators. This is particularly so at the
tertiary teacher education level, where there has been a long history of
CBTE (Gable et al., 1992). Blanton (1992, p.91), also in the United States,
stated:

Although the development of competencies does not promote a
technological orientation in and of itself, the persistent use of
competency lists can create a number of problems if there is an
absence of discussion or debate regarding how competencies are
translated into teacher education programs.
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Early special education lists in the United States were mostly designed to
describe the competencies required by teachers of students with a
particular disability. More recently a view has emerged which favours a
generic perspective. This arises from the belief that what is sound
teaching practice in one area of special education, or in education
generally, is sound teaching practice in most other areas (Hallahan and
Kauffman, 1977; Lilly, 1977; Reynolds, 1979). Thus there has been a
gradual increase in the number of states which have non-categorical
special education certification. This is particularly so concerning mild
disabilities (Reynolds, 1990; Elliott, Cobb, Powers and Voltz, 1991).
Perhaps the move reflects the preferred non-categorical approach to the
teaching of students in spec al education. The trend is not without
opposition for there are some ¢ dvocacy groups, particularly in the area of
learning difficulties, which bel eve that students' interests are best served
by teachers specialising in one¢ specizl education category (Cobb, Elliott,
Powers and Voltz, 1989). The inderlying concept of the CEC (1995) list is
that all special educators nzed a foundation of certain skills and
knowledge and that this should be augmented with skills and knowledge
relevant to the specific disability teaching area.

In practical terms generalist certification in special education has the
advantage of allowing more f exible teacher employment placements in
response to students' needs. 'Chis is particularly applicable to Australia
with its areas of sparse population. Thus in NSW, and indeed throughout
Australia, the very large majority of post-graduate courses in special
education are generalist with the exception only of courses in visual and
hearing impairment and early childhood special education, these being by
their nature areas of intense an 1 unique specialisation.

The Australian competency movement

Australia, in comparison particularly with the United States, did not enter
the competency movement until the late 1980s (Preston and Kennedy,
1995) but can now be regarded as a world leader. The movement has
achieved prominence and s characterised by unusual levels of
cooperation between the trioartite players: unions, employers and
governments, both State and Commonwealth. The movement had its

origins in a number of wor<place needs and ambitions which had
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emerged concurrently, some being related and some not. All these have
required a more precise definition of the work that trade and professional
workers do.

The Australian impetus in the development of competency statements has
been part political, part economic and part industrial. The national
political ambition has increasingly been to be a competitive player in the
world economic market and a respected member of the
scientific/technological revolution. This has necessitated labour force
award restructuring. Thus the Commonwealth's emphasis and, as a flow-
on, the States’ emphasis since the late 1980s has been on financial and
micro-economic reform. “Education was seen as an essential ingredient in
improving a nation's economic competitiveness, and the quality of
teaching was seen as fundamental to the quality of education “ (Walker et
al., 1995, p.13).

At the same time human rights and labour force needs have coincided in
their call for the establishment of standards concerning the overseas
qualifications of new members of the Australian community. Employers
and unions have been working together in their endeavours to formulate
processes and standards, largely as entry criteria into a trade or profession
but also for promotion within that trade or profession. Performance
appraisal measured against agreed statements of competencies is an
outcome of this. There is a danger, however, in thinking that the
formulation of competency standards will, in itself, ensure an increase in
workforce quality. Preston and Kennedy (1995, p.29) warned that
“competency standards are no panacea” but must be viewed simply as a
tool to be used in the continuing efforts to improve the quality of teaching.

More and more training institutions, particularly Technical and Further
Education institutions (TAFEs) and universities are feeling pressure from
employer groups to produce graduates with specific work-related skills.
The National Training Board (NTB), established in 1989 by the
Commonwealth Government, has developed national training standards
of competencies for trades and the National Office of Overseas Skills
Recognition (NOOSR), also established in 1989, is doing likewise in
relation to the professions. These two organisations have agreed on the

use of a particular structure of formatting competency statements (Preston
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and Kennedy, 1995). Heywcod, Gonczi and Hager (1992, p.31) have
described this structure in somz detail.

To describe the Competency of a profession in a way that will be
useful to recognise and a:s sess the competence of individuals (e.g. for
registration or career prog;ression) by way of Competency Standards,
it is necessary to subdivic e the overall Competency of the profession
into manageable and meaningfu. components that will be observable
in the performance of ind viduals in the workplace.

The style of subdivision is now well-accepted within the non-professional
areas of the Australian workfcrce and, until 1992, there was also general
acceptance within the professions. The format, or template (a term used
by Louden, 1993) includes Units which are the major segments and relate
to broad areas or domains of work. There are relatively few of these.
Units are divided into Elements, which state in more detail the several
aspects of the Unit. The finil division concerns Performance Criteria
which “describe the overall evidence from which competence ... is
inferred” (Heywood et al., 1992, p. 35).

Whilst the idea of subdivisicns is still accepted (although with some
modifications and changes in terminology), since 1992 there has been a
decrease in emphasis on what is observable and an increase in the
emphasis on what can be inferred. Thus, it may be inferred from an
observed behaviour that a person has certain knowledge and attitudes.
This is particularly relevant to he teaching profession.

As early as 1992 there was, hovrever, the beginning of a mounting concern
that the NTB 's emphasis on pracisely-stated competencies (Masters, 1992)
was inappropriate for the teact.ing profession. Louden (1993) argued that
the framework could not portray the richness and complexity of teachers'
work without there being several modifications.

Standards of entry competencies have already been set for over 20
professions including nursing, veterinary science and engineering
although there is no requirement that the individual professions do this.
Although there have been expr2ssions of concern, there now appears to be
general acceptance by those involved (employers, employees and unions)
that the teaching profession should be part of the competency movement.
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The national and state union organisations have been active partners with
employers in the setting of competency standards including those for
teachers. In Australia, a major innovation such as the introduction of
workplace competency standards could not be accepted and implemented
without the support and cooperation of the relevant unions. Thus the
Working Party of the NSW Ministerial Advisory Council on Teacher
Education and the Quality of Teaching (MACTEQT) has had as one of its
seven members the Vice-President of the NSW Teachers Federation (Deer,
1993). The cooperation may be partly because teachers are familiar with
such concepts as competencies, outcomes and performance appraisal
(although more as they apply to their students than to themselves).

Both the NTB and NOOSR, in their focus on the performance of
occupational standards, appear to have accepted a behaviour/skills
perspective. The 1991 NTB definition of competencies as “... the ability
to perform the activities within an occupation or function to the standard
expected in employment” is one that is more readily applied to non-
professional occupations, where doing (or performing) may be more
relevant than to professional occupations where thinking, such as problem
solving, is a major aspect of the work situation. This doing perspective is
particularly evident in the first two of the following three major national
reports: the Finn Report (Finn, 1991); the Carmichael Report (Carmichael,
1992); the Mayer Committee Report (Mayer, 1992), the most influential
and embracing of the three reports. This last report recommended a set of
seven key competencies to be achieved by all young Australians and
described these in terms of “capacities” (p.3) and “mindful, thoughtful
capabilities” (p.4). The Mayer Committee Report moved away from the
previous narrower definitions which defined competencies solely as skills.
Its recommendations have done much to influence the current discussions
concerning the national school curriculum, outcome statements and the
proposed (but not yet implemented in NSW) assessment and reporting of
student progress through the use of student profiles.

Heywood et al. ( 1992), in the Research Paper, "A Guide to Development
of Competency Standards for Professions”, commissioned by NOOSR,
made several key points. They acknowledged that professional work is
characterised by complexities that do not exist to the same extent in the

non-professional work sector but state that competency statements can
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take this into account. The authors also stressed that professional
competency standards can “mnake rio claim to exhaust all facets of a
profession” (p.16). They were in accord with the statements made by
Beare (1992), Pope (1993) and Richards (1993) that it is essential that, if
they are to have any value, coinpetency standards must be developed by
the members of the individual professions. The research paper was
written in 1992 when the emphasis on skills was being questioned and the
preferred term attributes was coming into use. Hence this latter term was

the one generally used in the r>search paper (Heywood et al., 1992).

The Australian competency mavement and the teaching profession

All of the earlier-discussed economic and other reasons for the
establishment of standards for the Australian workforce apply, in general,
to the teaching profession. Two additional reasons are unique to this
profession. As stated previously there is a popular belief that the basic
problem in education is the incompetence of teachers. Despite evidence to
the contrary the public, and especially employers of school graduates, are
convinced that there has been a sharp decline in the basic skills acquisition
of school students and that tais is related to poor teaching practices.
Long-established methods, in:luding those used by teacher education
institutions, are being questioned (Walker, Hughes, Mitchell and Traill,
1995, p.13). In response, a large number of teacher education institutions
are currently reviewing their undergraduate courses. There is an
increasing trend towards lengthening undergraduate teacher education
courses. In 1996, the Queensland Department of Education notified
teacher education institutions ‘hat, from the commencement of 1999, no
new graduates will be employ2d with less than a four year qualification
(currently three years). In addition there has been mounting pressure
from all involved for between-: tate agreement concerning the recognition
of teaching qualifications in order to ensure portability throughout
Australia (Peacock, 1993). The:e two reasons (standards and portability),
additional to those for the professions generally, have strengthened the
case for a national statement of teacher competencies.

In NSW, the Minister for Education and Youth Affairs has required the
establishment of a generic com >etency framework for beginning teachers
(MACTEQT, 1994). This has now been completed. Some states, for
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example, South Australia (Eltis, 1993), have done likewise. At both
national and state levels some school subject and learning area
committees, for example, secondary science in New South Wales (Eltis,
1993), have developed sets of specialist competencies.

In the relatively brief period since the early 1990s there has been in
Australia a major development in the conceptualisation of competencies
as they apply to the teaching profession. From the early focus on skills,
influenced by behaviouristic beliefs as demonstrated in the approach
taken by those involved with vocational training (Finn, 1991; Carmichael,
1992), there has been a move towards an increased emphasis on attributes.
This movement continues so that currently there is emerging a more
holistic approach, which Preston and Kennedy (1995) refer to as the
integrated approach. In 1991, Hughes graphically demonstrated an
appreciation of this perspective about the teaching profession when he
described three unforgettable teachers in terms of both their human
qualities and their skills.

The skills-to-integrated conceptual shift has continued. In 1987, the
Commonwealth Department of Employment, Education and Training,
concerned about the quality of teaching in Australian schools, established
The National Project on the Quality of Teaching and Learning (NPQTL).
This Project, in turn, formed a Working Party on Professional Preparation
and Career Development. The Working Party was charged with
providing advice on three fundamental questions (as they applied to
school education generally):

a) Can the work of teaching be captured in a framework of national
competency standards?

b) If so, what should such competencies look like?
C) What are their purposes and benefits?
(NPQTL, 1992, p.1)

Three consultancy groups were commissioned to consider the above and
report back to the NPQTL. Louden from Western Australia led one
group, Eltis and Turney from NSW led another and Hughes from
Tasmania directed the third. Each consultancy was given a different task
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to pursue (Peacock, 1993), tnese later playing an important role in
maturing the conceptualisatior. of the competency framework. All stated
their concern that competency statements should not be expressed in
narrow behavioural terms. Louden's report (NPQTL, 1992) is of particular
interest for it included illustirative case studies. These are referred to
below. Walker (NPQTL, 199, p. 1-2, section 5), in expressing the then

emerging focus on attributes, defined competencies as:

The attributes (knowledge, skills attitudes) which enable an
individual or group tc perform a role or set of tasks to an
appropriate level or grade or quality or achievement (i.e. an
appropriate standard) ¢nd thus make the individual or group
'‘competent’ in that role.

Collins (1993, p.4) also felt strong concern about the dangers of allowing
the behaviourist perspective, implicit in a skill-based emphasis, to
dominate the education arena.

A major issue for educators is whether, from such a starting point,
we can invent a way of 2nvisaging and then defining competence
which is of value for more holistic, less material, more human
relational, more open-enc ed human performance capabilities.

One of the very real challenge:. of the competency movement in Australia
is to remain aware that it is very easy, despite intentions otherwise, to
concentrate on readily observed and demonstrated competencies, that is,
specific teaching skills. That this danger is recognised is evidericed in the
rather frequent warnings against allowing undue behaviourist influence
(Hughes in NPQTL, 1992; Eltis, 1993; Collins, 1993; Preston and Walker,
1993). This could allow staterr ents of competencies to be reduced to a list
of good teaching practices, similar to those of the United States 1960s
process-product perspective.

During 1992-1994, Australien momentum gathered concerning the
emerging, more integrated approach to professional competency
standards in education. A period of field-testing followed the 1992
submission to NPQTL of the three reports. This led to the 1994 NPQTL
Draft National Competency l'ramework for Beginning Teachers. This
document has now been finulised and in 1996 was published by the
Australian Teaching Council (ATC) for the NPQTL as the "National
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Competency Framework for the Beginning Teacher". It is known simply

as the "Framework".

Whilst it is clear that this latter document owes much to the endeavours of
the early 1990s, there is also much to distinguish it from those more
behaviourist beginnings. In broadening the earlier NTC conceptualisation
of competencies, it has more accurately and sensitively portrayed an
holistic understanding of teachers' work. Preston and Kennedy have
defined “attributes” as “statements of propositional knowledge” (1995,
p.32). The NPQTL (1996a, p.11) further clarified the use of the term,

competency.

The Framework integrates performance and attributes. It is not
'behaviourist' in the sense of being only concerned with performance
(behaviour). It is not 'attribute-based’ in the sense of being only
concerned with the knowledge, values and dispositions that are the
individual personal attributes that underpin successful professional
practice. Rather, 'competency’ is the ability to combine and apply
relevant attributes to particular tasks in particular contexts.

The national professional competency movement in teaching in Australia
has shown a remarkably swiftly maturing process. This has been largely
due to the vision of the leaders in this movement. Prominent amongst
these have been Deer, Eltis, P. Hughes, Louden, Preston, Turney and
Walker. All have refused to view the work of teachers in a mechanistic
way and have insisted that the richness and complexity of teachers' work
be fully respected. A less behaviouristic, and so more acceptable
definition of competencies has been reached and agreed on. All those
concerned, the teachers, the teacher educators, the employers, the
government bodies and the unions have been represented in the decision-
making processes. There is now a national framework for beginning
teachers which is applicable to all areas of school education. Although
some uses of this Framework have been suggested within the document,
the next stages concerning widespread acceptance and implementation
are the post-1996 challenge. It also seems advisable that those statements
of competency standards, written prior to the publication of the
Framework, be now reconsidered with the view of updating their
conceptual framework so that it is in accord with the national statement.

The various Australian states have either not yet started to develop special
education competencies statements or are in the early stages of doing so.
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In NSW the DSE developed the draft discussion paper "Critical Attributes
for Beginning Special Education Teachers" (1994). The development
process was multi-stage, initially involving experts from within DSE as
well as the university sector. A validazion procedure involving teachers in
the field further refined the ccmpetency statement. This document was
developed (and used in the cu:rent study) at a time, 1993-1994, when the
term attributes was favoured and the NTC template of units, elements and
performance criteria was still being used in relation to competency
standards for teachers. There was then still some strong behaviourist
influence and not yet an agreec way of proceeding beyond this. The draft
does not therefore fully reflect today's conceptualisation cof teacher
competencies nor the current « pproach to the writing of these. That the
DSE chose in 1994 not to remr ove the draft status from this document
indicates a wise wait-and-see a titude. It is not clear at this stage, with the
recently published Framework, if there will be developed national and/or
individual state documents of competency standards for special educators

which accord with, and supplemnent, the generic Framework document.

The Australian Association of Special Education at its 1995 National
Council Meeting in Darwin r>ferred to their future development of a
statement of special educator competencies. To date only three Australian
researchers appear to have be¢n involved in the development of special
education competency statements. These are Westwood and Palmer
(1993), who have concluded a joint research study, and Clayton (1992)
who, whilst based in the United States, developed a statement of
competencies for beginning cpecial educators as part of his doctoral
studies.

The former two researchers were motivated by their commitment to
ensuring the quality and relevance of tertiary courses for special
educators. They refer to "knowledge" and "skills". This reflects the United
States conceptualisation of competencies as well as that in Australia at the
time of the study (1991). Clayton (1992) was concerned with identifying
those competencies essential fcr beginning special educators of students
with mild disabilities and, se parately, with severe disabilities. Like
Westwood and Palmer, he was motivated to ensure that the content of
teacher training courses reflectad what educators in the field considered
essential. Whilst Clayton direc ed participants “to focus specifically upon
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the teacher characteristics, qualities, skills and attributes perceived to be
required by beginning teachers...” (1992, p.151), his thesis report most
frequently uses the word skills in relation to competencies.

This discussion concerning the Australian development of competency
standards from the late 1980s to 1996, has proceeded beyond the
development of the 1994 draft special education competency document
"Critical attributes for beginning special education teachers" (NSW DSE,
1994) used in this present study and so beyond what is applicable to this
study. The purpose of this was to place the document within an historical
movement which is rapidly evolving and doing so in ways that contrast
with the United States competency movement. Less behaviouristic than
many statements from that country, the draft document is nevertheless
more behavouristic than the 1996 Australian Framework statement. The
Australian teaching community would find the wording, formatting and
philosophical underpinnings of such documents as the CEC (1995)
statement not fully compatible with the emerging Australian approach. It
is doubtful if they would be accepted by the union movement or by those
active in the teacher competency movement generally. It is probable,
however, that the Australian special education community would have
less difficulty with the underlying intent of the CEC for internationally
there appears to be general agreement concerning much of the work of a
special educator (Westwood and Palmer, 1993).

This does not mean that overseas documents, especially the CEC
document ( developed in the United States for international use), will not
make an important contribution to the development of a statement, or
statements, of Australian special education standards. It does mean,
however, that the developers of any Australian statement of competency
standards for special educators would be well-advised to fully reflect the
current state of the Australian professional competency movement in
education. The NSW DSE 1994 statement reflected this at the time of its
development. Whatever the country any statement of competency
standards to have meaning, acceptance and application must accord with
the reality of that country's educational culture, beliefs, standards and
practices. Helldin (1992, p.461) took this one step further. In writing of
the Swedish development of professional competency standards in special
education, he asserted that it is necessary to move beyond the education
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perspective to a broader arena. “All teacher competencies are in some way
or other related to social intercourse and thus far also inseparable from
social and political values. “

Having traced the developing "inderstanding of what a competent teacher
is, the writer will now exaraine the literature concerning how this
competence is best attained.

The factors stated to be associated with the development of
professional excellence in teaching including in special
education teaching

The development of professional competencies

It is evident from the above discussion that today there is widespread
agreement that an effectiv: special educator must have certain
professional competencies. Ahilst there is a plethora of statements
concerning what these competency standards are, there are comparatively
few research studies which focus on how these competencies are attained.
The knowledge of how a teacher best achieves competence is as important
as the description of what constitutes competence. Resolution of the issue
of quality in teaching must finc answers to both questions.

In 1990, the then Australian Commonwealth Minister for Employment,
Education and Training, the Right Honourable John Dawkins, claimed
that “as a nation we have made: little headway in improving the quality of
teaching in our schools” (Dawkins, p.1). Some would say that a similar
sentiment might well be expressed toclay and by Dawkins' counterparts in
several other countries. The Jevelopment of the Framework (NPQTL,
1996a) is expected to play a lar e part in correcting the situation. It states
(p.14) that:

The Framework can be used for many different purposes in relation
to teacher education and professional development. These include
the overall goals of a course (or activity), its structure, content,
pedagogy, collaborative relationships, and research to inform the
knowledge base of teacher education and professional development.
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There appears to be an assumption that now that it is known what teacher
competencies are needed, it is a relatively simple matter to ensure that
they are developed. Unfortunately the path, or paths, to their

development is not clear.

This section of the review of the literature will firstly examine why there
has been comparatively little research concerning the factors contributing
to the development of professional competence. It will then proceed to
review the literature which links certain contributors with competence,
discussing these in the order of their significance as indicated by the
amount of research. The discussion will focus on the three broad areas
identified by the Australian team led by Retallick (NBEET, 1994), that is:
formal training; workplace learning; personal characteristics. Because of
the nature of this present study the majority of references will be to special
education. Most references will be to the development of generalist
special educator competencies, this being more relevant to the Australian
special education situation, and thus to this study, than are competencies
relevant to specific areas of disability.

Assumptions concerning the development of special education

competencies

There are several assumptions about how competencies are best
developed in special education teaching. The major ones concern
specialist training and teaching experience prior to this. Because these
assumptions have been so readily accepted there has not been seen the
need for research verification. It is assumed that because they make good
sense they must be correct. This type of thinking has been noted by
Scruggs and Mastropieri (1993, p.303) in relation to special education. “It
might be argued that the importance of prior field experience is so
obvious that it need not be evaluated.” The following representative

quotations are based on assumptions and not on research. They are:

. the Salamanca Statement (World Conference on Special Needs
Education, 1994, p.8, item 43), “Specialized training in special
needs education leading to additional qualifications should
normally be integrated with or preceded by training and experience

as a regular education teacher ...”;
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. the statement from the major international special education
association, CEC (1995, ».11), “The Standards require that a person
seeking certification miust have no less than a bachelor's degree
which encompasses the knowledge and skills consistent with entry

level into special educat:on teaching”;

. the Commonwealth Government of Australia statement (Schools
Council, 1989, p.49);

The training of specialis: teachers to work with students with more
severe disabilities and :0 provide advice and support to regular
classroom teachers will be best achieved through the provision of
post-graduate award courses following regular teacher training and
experience.

. and the statement of the NSW chapter (undated but known by the
writer to be about 1988) of AASE concerning “the minimum
qualification for special education teachers are regular teacher
training qualifications; minimum two years teaching experience;
minimum one-year full- ime (o part-time equivalent) postgraduate
course in special education”. The Association supports this
statement and attribute: its origin to the then DSE Director of the
Student Support Services Directorate (this was the late 1980s name
for what is now called tt e Special Education Directorate).

Note: The above was stated by NSW AASE as their preferred
option. Their fourth option involved "end-on" training with no

prior teaching experienc:.

Statements similar to the above have been made by many governments
and associations throughout the world. The assumptions relate to
specialist training and prior teaching experience. There has been a limited
amount of research concerning these and other aspects of teacher
development in special educaion (Reynolds, 1990). The findings, in the
main, are inconclusive and even contradictory. This study examines the
above assumptions as well as other factors identified in the literature as
being associated with excellence in teaching. These factors are teacher's
age, professional development courses (known in Australia as inservice
courses ), mentoring and perso1al attributes. These will now be discussed
in turn. Where there is little written in relation to special education there



56

will be a heavy reliance on the literature concerning mainstream

education.

Formal training in special education

In Australia and most developed countries specialist tertiary training is
now normally regarded as essential for special education teacher
certification. The need for specialist qualifications was not generally
considered essential prior to the 1960s (in Australia, the 1970s) and the
advent of the behaviouristic process-product movement with its emphasis
on the development of teacher skills, particularly in the area of
instructional technology. There is general agreement that one of the
benefits of dual (mainstream plus special education) qualifications is that
teachers are then able to move between the two types of teaching
(Reynolds, 1990; World Conference on Special Needs Education, 1994). In
1993 such dual qualifications were required by 20 states in the United
States (Putnam and Habanek, 1993).

Despite the general recognition that specialist qualifications are essential
and, in fact, usually a requirement for full certification as a special
educator, there is a considerable shortage worldwide of trained special
educators. King (1994), in writing of the United States situation, claimed
that only 53% of special educators are fully qualified. This need for an
increased supply of trained special educators is also felt in Britain (Miller
and Porter, 1994). Australia is experiencing the same difficulties and some
states have at times resorted to short-course alternatives. Special
education teaching preparation other than through completion of a full
tertiary course is regarded in Australia as a stop-gap, crisis management
alternative. This is further discussed in the later section on "Professional
development short courses".

The majority of research in this area has come from the United States.
Blackwell (1972), an early researcher in the area of the contributors to
professional effectiveness as they apply to teachers of students labelled
trainable mentally retarded (a term now replaced by severe intellectual
disability), found that the type of teacher training, including no training in
special education, is not a predictor of effectiveness. Bruininks (1977),
concerned about the emphasis on CBTE programs, suggested that what is



57

needed is not more specialist raining but different training, that is, one
that is more holistic. This is the same notion that King (1994) is currently
expressing in his urging of a more humanistic emphasis in special

education teacher training courses.

Whilst all states in the United States have their own criteria for the
certification of special educators, there seems to be inconsistency in
language and terminology as well as levels and criteria for certification
(Putnam and Habanek, 1993). This would seem to indicate that there is
not national agreement concerning orofessional entry prerequisites in

terms of training.

The literature concerning entry requirements to special education teacher
training programs is inconclusive. Both mainstream and special
education graduates' percepticns of the value of their training programs
were investigated by Lyon, Vaasen and Toomey in 1989. These graduates
were drawn from three different geographic areas. The teachers in both
groups considered that their tre ining was ineffective and that their present
expertise was a result of their teaching experiences. Similarly negative
conclusions concerning the value of training courses were expressed by
McLaughlin, Valdviess, Spence and Fuller (1988) in their synthesis of four
national studies conducted by the University of Maryland. Again it was
concluded that there was little match between the realities of teaching in
special education and the ccntent of training courses. There is the
suggestion in these findings of the possibility that it is not training per se
that is unproductive but that the courses themselves are inadequate.

Despite the fact that there is litle evidence of the value of formal training,
completion of this level of traiaing continues to be regarded as the most
desirable employment entry requirement for special educators. This
study sought to contribute evidence on the relationship between the
nature of training and excellence in special education teaching. Concern
has been expressed about specific facets of training programs, particularly
field experiences such as pra:ticums and internships (Buck, Morsink,
Griffen, Hines and Lenk, 1992; Scruggs and Mastropieri, 1993). The belief
in the need for a changed 1atio of field experiences and theoretical
learning has radically alterec teacher education in Britain where the
majority of the mainstream training period is now school-based (Field and
Field, 1994).
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Teaching experience

The second assumption, that it is preferable that there be three sequential
steps in the preparation to become a special educator (mainstream teacher
training, mainstream teaching experience and then special education
teacher training) is without a clear research base. It was the writer's
intention to contribute towards addressing this. In times of teacher
shortage mainstream teaching experience has not been as strongly
defended as has the specialist training factor discussed in the preceding
s