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I HE case for professional compe 
tencies is here denned as the case for deter 
mining as specifically as possible the skills, 
knowledge, ways of working, and personal 
attributes needed by persons to serve effec 
tively in professional educational positions. 
The purpose in identifying such competencies 
is to use them as the basis for preparing, 
selecting, and evaluating the performance 
of professional educators.

In program development, the stating of 
performance competencies is generally com 
bined with certain curricular and instruc 
tional approaches that are behaviorally and 
systematically oriented. Together they can 
be considered the performance competency 
model. The descriptions of this model by its 
advocates in the current literature 1 provide a 
tightly organized and logical rationale for it.

Certainly a most positive result of the 
performance competency movement has been

1 See, for example: W. Robert Houston and 
Robert B. Jiowsam, editors. Competency-Based 
Teacher Education. Chicago: Science Research As 
sociates, Inc.. 1972. See also: Ivor K. Davies. Com 
petency Based Learning: Technology, Management 
and Design. New York: McGraw-Hill Book Com 
pany, 1973.

its impact on undergraduate teacher educa 
tion. A large number of colleges and uni 
versities have developed competency-based 
programs. (A recent survey by the American 
Association of Colleges for Teacher Educa 
tion is reported to have identified more than 
200 such programs.) Analysis of these pro 
grams reveals the tremendous amount of 
work which has gone into building them. 
Without question the performance compe 
tency idea has generated enthusiasm for 
program redevelopment.

Competency-based undergraduate pro 
grams have accomplished an increase in 
curriculum integration. Instead of a series 
of discrete courses, as exists in most conven 
tional teacher education programs, compe 
tency-based programs usually produce a high 
degree of relationship among the learning 
activities provided students. They are more 
oriented to goals of an action nature, rather 
than of a knowledge nature, and generally 
allow prospective educators more practice 
and on-the-job experiences.

A second positive result of the perfor 
mance competency movement has been that 
it has created a rethinking of certification 
standards and procedures. The typical certifi 
cation standards were developed with the 
purpose of encouraging more formal educa-

* James O'Hanlon. Professor of Education, 
Teachers College, University of Nebraska, 
Lincoln

January 1974 355



tion on the part of teachers. That having 
been well accomplished, it is now appropriate 
to design more demanding standards. While 
the development of the performance compe 
tency approach to certification is only in its 
very early stages, it is an approach that 
merits exploration.

Another value of the performance com 
petency approach is its effect on the teacher 
educator himself. To a considerable degree 
this is an- in-service growth experience. 
Instructors in performance-based undergrad 
uate teacher education programs have found 
it necessary to develop many new compe 
tencies  such as goal writing and analysis, 
development of sequencing strategies, and 
goal-referenced evaluation techniques as well 
as skills in working as team members.

The promise of the performance compe 
tency movement is real and is already being 
realized, at least in part. The movement is 
under way; it has its advocates, and it is 
accepted by large numbers of educators. It 
may be, however, that the movement is now 
approaching its most crucial stage.

Unless changes are made, the next few 
years will see the end of inquiry into the 
performance competency model and thus 
of its further development. If so, the move 
ment then will be characterized by its accep 
tance and attempted implementation by 
unquestioning advocates wanting to be a part 
of the "in" movement of the day or mandated 
to do it by state action.

Mechanisms for Self-Renewal

To ensure the continuing vitality of the 
movement, it is necessary that more atten 
tion be paid to establishing vehicles for its 
critique. Many promising movements in 
American education have failed to have a 
continuing impact because they lacked such 
mechanisms for self-renewal.- While it seems 
that the performance competency model with 
its emphasis on evaluation would be different, 
it does not appear that the movement is now

-This problem was clearly identified in: John 
Goodlad. School Curriculum Reform. New York: 
Fund for the Advancement of Education 1964. 
p. 73.

developing those characteristics necessary to 
self-renewal. Questions need to be asked, 
data gathered, and exploration increased if 
the movement is to remain healthy.

Investigations which are needed for 
further refinement of the performance com 
petency model should focus on questions 
such as the following:

  Has there been a tendency to oversell 
the model before knowing ii'hat it can do?

At a recent meeting of teacher edu 
cators," considerable unhappiness was ex 
pressed that some states were demanding a 
competency-based certification approach be 
fore educators were ready to supply it. Well, 
now, who sold those making these demands 
on this idea anyway? Have educators per 
haps been guilty of selling an idea beyond 
what is known about it?

Perhaps every movement has to have its 
missionary aspects, but there have been 
enough conferences, etc., geared at convinc 
ing people that they should try the perfor 
mance competency approach.

  H ave performance competency advo 
cates been guilty of "overkill"?

It seems that some are demanding that 
every possible kind of educational endeavor 
be set up on a competency basis. Further 
more, they expect not only the use of 
performance competencies to guide program 
development and evaluation, but total 
acceptance of the behavioral, systematic 
teaching-learning plan that characterizes the 
movement.

A recent study by Phillips c t « /., ' how 
ever, demonstrates the danger in attempting 
to produce and explain all results through 
such a single model. Phillips reported on 
the use of behavior shaping techniques fthis 
approach is, of course, closely related to the 
performance competency movement) in a 
family-style treatment home for delinquent

3 Spring 1973 meeting of the Working Group 
on Teacher Education of the Association for Super 
vision and Curriculum Development.

4 Elery L. Phillips, Elaine A. Phillips, Dean L. 
Fixsen, and Montrose M. Wolf. "Behavior Shaping 
Works for Delinquents." Psychology Today 7 (1): 
75-79^ June 1973.
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youths. First results indicated that the be 
havior shaping approach was highly success 
ful. When an attempt was made to duplicate 
the home, however, it was discovered that 
important factors other than the behavior 
shaping approach were operating in the first 
setting.

Just as these researchers were wise 
enough to look for other factors and not 
insist that behavior shaping methods account 
for all results, so too must advocates of the 
performance competency approach work to 
determine the kinds of teaching-learning 
situations for which it is most effective  
rather than trying to insist that it can be used 
completely and for everything.

It seems almost trite to say that more 
research is needed, for that is usually the 
automatic recommendation of anyone re 
viewing any innovation, but the amount of 
research on this model which has been re 
ported is disappointing particularly in view 
of its emphasis on evaluation and data 
gathering. The research which must be con 
ducted if the model is to continue to develop 
will be not that which is conducted by educa 
tors attempting to "prove" that the compe 
tency-based approach is better or to search 
for "the" taxonomy or "the" anything else, 
but on testing the limits of the model and 
the functions of each of its elements.

  What progress lias been made through 
this model toward establishing techniques for 
assessing the quality and validity of goals'?

With goals the major determinant of 
program in the model, this is an extremely 
important question. Certainly, it is also a 
most difficult problem, for it requires some 
means for assessing the values that are in 
herent in goals. Despite this, proponents of 
the model must view the assessing of quality 
and validity of goals as a most significant 
area for their efforts.

  What has been the nature of the 
studies aimed at determining whether the 
performance competency model is as appro 
priate and effective for general education 
uses in K-12 schools as it is in teacher 
education programs'?

It seems clear that teachers who are 
trained in programs based on this approach 
will in many cases apply the same approach 
in their own teaching. Is this to be en 
couraged? Again, the question is in what 
kinds of situations does the model produce 
good results? (This also raises the question 
of whether an approach which is effective for 
undergraduate teacher education programs 
is necessarily appropriate for graduate edu 
cation.)

Where to?

Without question, continuing efforts to 
conceptualize the performance competency 
model must be made. This will only happen 
if at least some educators turn their attention 
to research and tryout efforts aimed at learn 
ing more about how the model can function. 
Instead of viewing the performance compe 
tency approach as a finished product to be 
implemented, it will then be viewed as a step 
toward even greater understanding of the 
teaching-learning process. Q

Don't miss this opportunity 
to see, examine, and hear about 
the latest developments in instruc 
tional materials and teaching aids.

COMMERCIAL 
EXHIBITS

Twenty-Ninth Annual
ASCD Conference

Anaheim, Cal.
March 9-13, 1974

Plan to take full advantage of the 
time scheduled exclusively for visit 
ing the exhibits.

For registration materials, write to:
Association for Supervision 
and Curriculum Development 
1201 Sixteenth Street, N.W. 
Washington, D.C. 20036
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