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Introduction

Almostany serious consideration of ways to improve reading instruc-
tion—or, as the 1989 conference theme put it, to ACHIEVE EXCEL-
LENCE IN READING—will come around, eventually, to matters
related not only to the initial education but alse to the assurance of
informed performance of reading teachers. In the parlance of our profes-
sion such discussions usually turn out to address issues of licensure and
certification. (In everyday usage these terms tend to be used inter-
changeably; yet, I think that for most of us certification carries a bit more
positiveand professional affect than plain-and-simple ficensure. Whether
there is—or should be or cotld be—reason for that affect is one issue that
we address in this paper.)

Thinking that includes licensure/certification in consideration of
ways to pursue excellence in teaching reading seems to go like this: First,
everybody knows that people who perform important services MUST be
licensed to practice. Plumbers, barbers, airline pilots, proctologists—all
must have a license, and all face severe penalties for practicing without
it Licensing is presumed to assure some minimum level of competency
by practitioners; it exists to protect us from abuse by the incompetent.
Second, it follows that because teachers perform an important service,
they, too should be licensed in order to protect others from incompe-
tence. And third, the only possible conclusion to a line of thinking that
starts where this one does and that continues as this one has must be thaf
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toughening up licensurefcertification requirentents is ai effective way foassure
excellence in reacding fnstruction,

Unfortunately, such a line of thinking may be flawed in a number of
ways, Most of us can cite instances where licensing has failed to protect
us from water damage, haircuts like Moe’s—or was it Larry’s—rough
landings and icy fingers. But our purpose here isn’t to quibble about the
underlying assumptions. Like it or not, the licensing/ certification of
teachers is a fact of life.

Our purpose here, then, is to (1) examine present and proposed
practices in the licensing/ certification of reading teachers, (2) take note
of the practical limitations of these well-intended practices, and (3)
suggest at least one alternative to the traditional course-taking route to
licensure/certification. Models are already in place at several levels:

at the state level, where there is a long history and tradition of
teacher-licensing by state departments of public instruction;

. at the professional organization level, where the organizations set
standards and procedures for special certification;

. atthe national level, where thereis a tradition of board examinations
for professions such as medicine, architecture and accounting.

Each level has its folkways, traditions and advocates. At the state level,
advacates tend to be departments of publicinstruction, state legislatures,
and, presumably, at least some of the concerned public. Most states offer
some form of “special” licensure/certification for reading teachers (in
addition to the “regular classroom” types). Atthe professional organization
level, there has been supyport for a special certification program to be
administered by the International Reading Association. And at the
national level the efforts that most clearly acdress the concerns of reading
educators are those being developed of the National Board of Profes-
sional Teaching Standards.

In the sections that follow, we first examine the characteristics of (a)
existing licensure/ certification programs in the varjous states and (b) a
proposed certification program considered by the International Reading
Association, The rather severe limitations of these programs are pointed
out. Then we examine the approach of the National Board of Professional
Teaching Standards, paying particular attention to ways in which limi-
tations of the state and professional organization programs might be
addressed. Finally, we offer suggestions as to how the American Reading
Forum might be involved in a positive way in re-thinking and, perhaps,
restructuring the ways teachers are “certified” as special teachers of
reading,
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State Certification in Reading

State departments of education have established minimum criteria for
certification of reading teachers that colleges are required to implement
and follow in their preparation of these professions, Variances between
states exist, but when one reviews different state reading certification
requirements, some common factors appear. Much of the commonality
may be based on states’ seeking to comply with national standards set by
groups such as the National Association of State Directors of Teacher
Education and Certification (NASDTEC). The purpose of NASDTEC is
to exercise leadership in matters relating to the preparation and certifi-
cation of professional school personnel, However, such organizations
also insist that each state is responsible for its own certification require-
ments, According to the NASDTEC, each state has exclusive responsibil-
ity for the quality and content of professional/ certification programs in
that state. This responsibility may be vested in or shared by the State
Education Agency, a State Standards Conunission or a State Board of
Education. NASDTEC contends that, regardless of title, the state agency
is the only legally accountable agency in matters concerning approval/
accreditation of programs.

The issue of state prerogatives and independence often arises when
national or regional accreditation is considered. The NASDTEC takes the
strong position that each state examines and affirms its policy concerning
certification standards and procedures. They suggest that while national
and regional standards facilitate inter-state reciprocity and contribute to
quality control, they can also stifle differences and hamper creative
programming, as well as infringe upon the authority of the state, The
NASDTEC sees its challenge and concern as maintaining each state’s
prerogatives and independentidentify while permitting program unique-
ness, encouraging flexibility, ensuring quality, and providing a basis for
reciprocity.

In theory there is much that can be said for this position concerning
reading certification at the state level; however, in reality the practice of
cach stale’s determining its unique reading certification requirements
leaves much to be desired. With each state doing its own thing, what one
finds regarding requirements for certification is often confusing and
contradictory, An examination of each state’s certification requirements
reveals vast differences in what is expected of the reading professional.,
The 1988 Manual on Certification and Preparation of Educational PPer-
sonnelin the United States, which is reported to “be the most comprehen-
sive compilation of data on teacher preparation and licensing ever
produced,” identifies the requirements of each state that offers special-
ized certification for those who teach corrective or remedial reading. The
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manual notes that there are seventeen states that require such certifica-
tion—usually in the form of endorsements to basic certificates. Each of
these seventeen states reports vastly different requirements, ranging
from requiring as little as a bachelor’s degree with special methods in
reading to requiring a master’s degree plus three years of teaching
experience. What appears to be a common thread among all state
requirements is the reliance on course work—or competencies that are in
turn translated into courses by universities—as the major, or only,
demonstration of “competencies” Lo be certified. There also appearstobe
some confusion as to which states require certification of reading profes-
sionals. For example, Wisconsin and Georgia are not identified in the
1988 manual as having certification in this area. However, both these
states are reported elsewhere to have reading-specialist certification
requirements. When we examine certification at the state level, the lack
of consistency from state to state and the defacto reliance on course work
leave much to be desired. One s left with the impression that identifying
specific reading certification requirements ina given state is impossible.
Getting certified in a state might depend on who you talked to ona given
day of the week,

A Professional Proposal for Certification

IR A has developed a set of guidelines that could serve as standards for
licensure/certification of reading specialists. The guidelines were devel-
oped byan IRA Advisory Group on Certification (1986) to describe (a) the
various roles and responsibilities of reading specialists (e.g., diagnostic/
remedial specialist, developmental-reading/study-skills specialist) and
(b) the knowledge (i.e., course work) and competencies associated with
each role. The puidelines currently are used in NCATE evaluation of
teacher-education programs and could be used by local and state agen-
cies for licensing reading specialists.

The Advisory Group (1988), however, suggests that IRA Certification
should be a voluntary process by which experienced teachers are recog-
nized for achieving standards established by the profession that exceed
those needed to acquire a state teaching license. Ostensibly, IRA certifi-
cation would carry no “official weight” but would provide recognition
by IRA that an individual has achieved advanced or specialized skill,
knowledge, and experience about reading instruction that goes beyond
state licensure standards.

The process would involve documentation of experience and course
work specified in the Guidelines. There are six proposed requirements:
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. A minimum of five years of experience in the area of certification.

. An undergraduate degree from an accredited institution.

1
2
3. A specified number of graduate credits in the area of certification.
4. A minimum 3.0 grade-point average in the required courses.

5

. Evidence of professional leadership.
6. Evidence of additional educational experience.

A basic argument for the proposed certification program (Reading
Today, 1988) is that professional standards will be imposed from other
organizations (e.g., National Board for Professional Standards) if IRA,
the leading professional organization in reading, does not develop its
own. Other discussions range from how the program could strengthen
the leadership role of IRA (e.g., increase IRA’s leadership role in local,
state, and national reading efforts) to ways the program could influence
teacher education by making required course work in reading contorm
to the Guidelines.

A basic argument against the proposed program is that the process
relies on course work and grades to evaluate professional development.
Completion of graduate reading courses and good grades, however, do
not necessarily reflect professional growth or improved reading instruc-
tion {(Wendler, Samuels & Moore, 1989). One has to assume that the
Guidelines are valid, because there is no way to test their validity.
Moreover, there is much controversy and a wide range of opinion about
what constitutes effective reading instruction and how to educate read-
ing teachers effectively. Another important argument against use of the
Guidelines is that once the Guidelines and standards are set there could
be vested interest by IRA and other agencies to use the standards
dogmatically and to maintain them rather than to support continued
research and debate about the nature of reading processes as well as how
to improve teaching performance and reading instruction in schools.

The National Board for Professional Teaching Standards; Is national
certification the answer?

Thus far, we have described several initiatives underway in recent
years to enhance the professional status of literacy professionals. The
lack of consistency in states; approaches to certification, particularly for
reading/language arts specialists, coupled with the reluctance of the
nation’s leading professional organization in the literacy area, the Inter-
national Reading Association, to become involved beyond the publica-
ton of its Guidelines, raises the possibility that setting standards for
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certification will continue to be a laissez faire proposition in this country.
Further, even for most of the proposed initiatives from states and theIRA
there continues to be a reliance on tried and true, contrived methods of
demonstrating competence—course work in the field and/or perform-
ance on some sort of standardized achievement test,

There is another initiative in process pursuing a quite different stral-
egy to recognize exemplary teaching. Tle National Board for Professional
Teaching Standards has proposed a voluntary assessment program of
professional recognition and certification beyond state licensure for
exemplary, experienced teachers. In the context of the Board’s work,
certification is viewed as something awarded after obtaining one’s entry
license into the profession. This section describes the approach of the
National Board and considers how it might offset some of the limitations
confronting state and professional organizations in this area.

The National Board was formed in 1986, as a response to reform
initiatives proposed by the Carnegie Task Force on Teaching as a Profes-
sion (A Nation Prepared: Teachers for the 21st Century, 1986) and other
educational groups (American Association of Colleges of Teacher Edu-
cation, 1987; The Holmes Group, 1986). It is a nongovernmental, non-
profit organization of 64 elected members, e majority of whon are active
clementary and sccondary classroom teachers, Other members represent
school admindstrators, school beards, teacher educators, business and
public interest groups. Committed to reforms within the profession by
teachers and for teachers, this organization is establishing mechanisms
to enhance the status of teaching as a profession, Its goals are to define
“high and rigorous” national performance standards for what teachers
should know and be able to do, to develop an assessment program that
would certify teachers who met those standards of exemplary practice,
and toengage inother reform activities that will enhance the professional
status of teachers and, thus, improve student learning (National Board
for Professional Teaching Standards, 1989).

The Board has several items on its agenda: confirming the excellence
of exemplary teachers at all levels of practice and in a varicty of subject
matter areas, strengthening the staff development opportunities at the
school site, and setting new norms for teacher assessment. Its most
significant and formidable task is development of a voluntary assess-
ment process for professional certification, analogous to procedures in
professions like law, accounting, architecture and medicine.

At this time, the NBPTS has two prerequisites a teacher would have ta
meet to qualify for the Board’s assessment for certification: (1) acquisition
of a baccalaureate degree from-an accredited institution and (2) success-
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ful completion of three years of leaching at the elementary or secondary
levels (NBPTS, 1989).

The Board intends that its program of national certification would
publicly acknowledge that teaching is a complexand demanding profes-
sion, To do so the Board plans that its assessment be multidimensional in
terms of the knowledge and skills used in authentic teaching and that it
also employ multiple methodologies: simulated performances in assess-
ment centers, on-stte documentation through portfolios, interviews, and
observations, and multiple-choice and essay examinations (NBPTS,
1989}, Thus, the Board’s certification process will demonstrate a comimit-
ment to the concrete assessment of competencies demonstrated in actual
classroom practice, as well as to the abstract evaluation of knowledge
about subject matter and teaching. )

The Board has developed along-range plan to phase in certification in
five developmental categories, spanning early childhood education
through young adult education (Pre K-12). While it will be possible for
elementary teachers to obtain generalist certificates at two of these levels
(involving Pre K-6), specialized areas for certificates have been identi-
fied, beginningat the Middle-Childhood/ Early-Adolescence level (grades
4-9) NBPTS, 1989, pp. 45-51).

The Board”s current plans call for the first phases of its certification
program to be operating by 1993. It is currently soliciting proposals from
research and development groups interested in developing the assess-
ment program for the first certificate, to be issued in “English Language
Arts” at the “Middle Childhood and Early Adolescence (Grades 4-9)
developmental level. This may mean that reading specialists, as well as
classroom teachers strong in the reading/language arts areas, will be
able to volunteer for certification in the next few years,

Is the National Board the answer? As with just about anything in
education these days—it depends. The National Board has no intention
of campeting with states in the licensure business, Instead, they intend
that their voluntary certification program for experienced teachers

complement, not replace, state systems of mandatory licensure for
beginning teachers. State licensing systems set minimal standards to
protect the publicinterest and to assure that a teacher willdo no harm.
Professional certification takes the next step, to provide assurance of
high-quality practice (NBPTS, 1989, p. 2).

The National Board has gone on record as emphasizing to states and
school districts that it is their responsibility to determine how best to use
National Board Certification to promote the improvement of profes-
sional practice in their contexts. This stance raises some guestions of






