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Introduction

The restructuring of higher education in Australia has brought with it 
a renewed interest in the professional preparation of teachers.  This 
interest has come from governments, universities, the teaching 
profession and teacher educators themselves. The Commonwealth 
government released a Ministerial Statement  to mark its concerns 
(Beazley, 1992) and at least one State government has embarked on a 
process of seeking to influence the way in which teachers are prepared 
(Chadwick, 1991). Universities have adopted a variety of strategies to 
restructure teacher education courses, particularly where institutions 
from the former advanced education sector have been incorporated into 
universities (Kennedy, 1994). The Australian Teaching Council,  a 
recently established body concerned with professional standards and 
related matters, has set up a working party, including teacher 
education representatives, to work on guidelines for initial teacher 
education courses. Teacher educators themselves have seen the need to 
be proactive in the current policy context and have developed a 
mechanism to pursue both professional and political action through a 
peak body of deans and heads of school, the Australian Council of Deans 
of Education.  

There is a distinctly reformist agenda in this renewed policy interest 
in teacher education. It is reflected no where more clearly than in a 
joint  initiative between governments, teacher employers and the 
teaching profession itself  (represented by teacher unions). In 1991 



these groups came together as part of the National Project on the 
Quality of Teaching and Learning (NPQTL) with a a particular brief 
(Preston, 1994, p.2):

Its charter covered the complex professional issues associated with 
award restructuring - teachers' work organisation, professional 
education and career development, and recognition of qualifications.

In relation to professional education and career development, the 
development of competency standards for the teaching profession emerged 
as a key objective. The Governing Board of the NPQTL (consisting of 
representatives of government and non-government school authorities, 
teacher unions, the Commonwealth and the ACTU (Preston, 1994) developed 

the view that if properly and appropriately used, such standards could 
(Peacock, 1993, p.8) :

* assist teachers to improve their work 
organisation and their workplace performance by encouraging them to 
reflect critically on their own practice, individually and 
collaboratively
*inform professional development to 
support improvements to teaching
*boost teachers' self-esteem and their 
commitment to teaching by enhancing their awareness of the nature of 
their teaching competence
*underpin a national approach to 
improving teacher education programs, including curriculum and pedagogy
*underpin a national approach to 
improving induction programs in schools and systems
*possibly form the basis of a nationally 
consistent approach to registration and probation
*provide a basis for communication about 
the nature of teachers' work and the quality of teaching and learning 
within the education community and among education interest groups

The concern with the development of competency standards for the 
teaching profession  has not been isolated from policy initiatives 
promoted by the National Office of Overseas Skills Recognition (NOOSR) 
and the National Training Board (NTB).  NOOSR's brief has been to 
develop competency standards for the professions as part of the Migrant 
Skills Recognition Strategy (McGovern, 1993). In relation to teaching, 
that role has been undertaken by NPQTL. There has been a significant 
debate about the nature of competency standards as they relate to 
teaching (Preston, 1994; Preston and Walker, 1993, Cairns, 1993), but 
by the end of 1993 a set of draft competencies for beginning teachers 
was finalised as the basis for further discussion and consultation.

Debate will undoubtedly continue about the appropriateness or otherwise 



of competency standards for teachers. Yet there now exists for public 
examination a set of Draft Competencies for Beginning Teachers. To test 
both the robustness of the draft competencies and their usefulness in 
relation to preservice teacher education, a number of projects have 
been funded by the successor to NPQTL, the Working Party on Teacher 
Competencies. The purpose of this paper is to report on the purposes 
and methodology of the  particular project concerned with preservice 
teacher education and to indicate some preliminary findings (other 
projects are concerned with induction and inservice). At the same time 
it is hoped that participants at the conference will also provide some 
input to the discussion of issues that have so far emerged.  This is 
not to say that the draft competencies are to be accepted 
unquestioningly. Rather, it is to apply tests of relevance, usefulness 
and practice to the competencies  in order to assess their worth as 
tools that will support teaching and the teaching profession.

Description of Project

The objectives of this project are  to :

* Investigate the nature of teacher 
education courses in a sample of higher education institutions;

*Within this sample, examine how closely 
the competency framework aligns with teacher education courses;

*Assess and analyse the usefulness of the 

competency framework as a resource for improving pre-service teacher 
learning, and for generally promoting discourse on teacher education;

*Report on and make recommendations in 
relation to the views of teachers and teacher educators participating 
in the project regarding the relationship between teacher education and 
the competency framework; and

*Develop a set of protocols and principles 
for using the competency framework to assist reviews of teacher 
education courses.

The principles of competency standards which underlie the project and 
which were highlighted in the funding submission are based on the 
Australian Council of Deans of Education's Statement of Principles and 
General Policy (Australian Council of Deans of Education, 1994).  In 
summary these principles are that : 

*standards must be useful for worthwhile 
purposes
*standards must be "owned" by or 



legitimate to the stakeholders who make use of them or who have them 
applied to their work
* standards are "integrated, holistic, 
developmental elaborative and future oriented"                    
      and are to be used as a "backdrop rather than a direct 
prescription of curriculum and assessment"

An informal reference group for the project was established by the 
Australian Council of Deans of Education and two reports have been made 
to date.

Methodology

Sample

Courses were  purposely selected to provide a broad range of exemplars 
representing the kinds of teacher education courses that currently 
exist in Australia. As outlined in Table 1, eleven courses were 
selected for study.

Table 1 : Sample of Courses Selected for Study

Course        Area               Length         Emphasis

Grad Dip Ed   Secondary          1 year         School based component
BEd            Primary/Secondary  4 years        P-12
B Teach        Secondary          2 years        7-12
B Teach/BEd    Primary            3/4 years      Internship
BA/..DipEd     Primary/Secondary  4 years        Concurrent
BEd            Primary/Secondary  4 years        Integrated
B Teach        Primary/ECE        3 years        Traditional

Instrumentation

Survey
A survey instrument was developed and trialed initially with one 
teacher education course. The purpose of the instrument was to provide 
the means by which data about teacher education courses could be mapped 
against the proposed competencies for beginning teachers. Following the 

initial trial,  the questionnaire was modified. 

Interview Protocol
An interview protocol was developed as the means by which the views of 
teacher educators could be gathered in relation to the draft 
competencies and also to the preliminary content analysis of specific 
teacher education courses. 



Data Collection
Data was collected from two main sources : course descriptions of 
teacher education courses and teacher educators who had responsibility 
for those courses. Course descriptions (from documents such as faculty 
handbooks) supplied by institutions were made  available to the project 
by the Survey of Initial Teacher Education Project being carried out 
for the Australian Council of Deans. Contact was established with the 
institutions responsible for conducting the courses of interest so that 
interviews could be conducted with teacher educators and other people 
(eg cooperating teachers and students) who could provide feedback on 
the proposed competencies and their relation to teacher education 
courses.

Data Analysis
The teacher education course descriptions were initially content 
analysed by the project team  using the draft competencies as the main 
tool for identifying those parts of courses that could contribute to 
the achievement of specific competencies. The results were recorded on 
a course by course basis using the survey instrument that had been 
developed. This preliminary analysis was forwarded to institutional 
representatives for comment and followed up with a site based focus 
group interview of key informants who could provide additional 
information about the courses.  Each survey instrument was then 
reworked using data from the interviews to supplement the original 
content analysis.

 Emerging Issues

Collection of data and detailed analysis is still in progress. It is 
only possible at this stage, therefore, to indicate in a preliminary 
way what appear to be some of the emerging issues. These  are related 
largely to  the nature of the Draft Competencies for Beginning Teachers 
and the possible role they might perform in the development of teacher 
education courses.

The Draft Competencies for Beginning Teachers - Help or Hindrance? 

Despite the reservations that some teacher educators have expressed in 
relation to competency based approaches (Cairns, 1992) and the general 
reservations that academics in general appear to have to competency 
based approaches to higher education (Bowden and Masters, 1992), the 
Draft Competencies for Beginning Teachers  have generally met with a 
favourable response from those involved in this project.  They do 
appear to offer some potential as an aid to course design. They have 
been conceived  as a non-behaviourist framework  that view 
'competencies' as the link between personal attributes (such as 
knowledge, values and dispositions etc) and effective professional 
practice and performance. This approach to competencies assumes that 
professional practice is complex  (ie at any one time many  'tasks' may 



be carried out) and it requires judgment to be made in situations that 
are often unpredictable and where there is no single right answer.

Given this approach to competencies, and based on the preliminary 
results of the field studies conducted in this project, it does seem 

that the Draft Competencies for Beginning Teachers could be useful in 
the following ways : 

* As a common framework for collaboration 
between university staff, school staff and student teachers. It could 
facilitate common understandings of intended outcomes and appropriate 
activities, tasks and processes. It could also provide a framework for 
inservicing school staff.

*As a guide for the organisation of 
school experience. It could be used to ensure that  specific activities 
were built into the practicum (eg activities involving team work and 
communication with parents, planning in relation to school goals etc)

*As a framework for student teacher 
reflection, self assessment and planning.

* As a framework for the assessment of 
student teachers

What each of these potential applications points to is the role of  a 
competencies approach  as an integrating mechanism that brings together 
the development of attributes (knowledge, values,  dispositions etc) 
and effective  professional practice. The difficult  task for teacher 
educators has always been to develop attributes  in such a way that 
they contribute directly to effective practice.  Experience has shown 
that practising teachers have difficulty drawing on the 'theoretical' 
aspects of the course in their daily practice. Often this is reflected 
in teachers' dissatisfaction with preservice courses. A competencies 
approach makes it clear that knowledge ('theory') on its own is not 
enough and (equally important) practice must draw from that knowledge 
(and other attributes) to be truly effective. The major implication of 
such an approach is that the practicum must be powerfully integrated 
with the rest of the course - not only with the curriculum and 
instruction units. In particular, it must be integrated with the 
foundation  and discipline subjects. A competencies approach, 
therefore, has the potential for developing coherence and focus in 
teacher education courses.

The competencies by no means provide a solution to all the problems 
confronted by teacher education and the limitations inherent in them 
needs to be recognised : 



*The language that has been used to 
describe the competencies has been labelled as non-inclusive (Smith, 
1994).

*The competencies represent a particular 
view of teachers' work and the teaching profession and this view is 
likely to be contested.

*The competencies are focussed on 
beginning teachers rather than on the career needs of a professional.  
While beginning teachers cannot be expected to develop competencies 
that require sustained autonomous practice, they must be able to work 
towards that goal. At the moment, such a goal is not at all explicit 
but it needs to be made so.

*The competencies highlight the 
importance of attributes such as knowledge and values but they in no 
way address the issue of how beginning teachers are best provided with 
access to the knowledge base of teaching. Who, for example, should 

provide beginning teachers with an understanding of  the disciplinary 
knowledge that underpins the school curriculum?  That they need such 
knowledge is undisputed : how they get it is a matter of considerable 
contestation. 

Finally....

The competencies, therefore, are by no means a simple template for 
course development and implementation. They are, however, a tool that 
is out in the public arena and they do seem to have some potential for 
assisting course development. For the time being, at least, any 
application needs to be tentative and open to review. As the project 
enters the final analysis stage, it will be documenting the uses that 
are currently being made of the Draft Competencies, including planned 
and future use. It will also be seeking to raise broader issues about 
their application to initial teacher education in general. As the 
project moves to a close, it is hoped that the final project report 
will focus on enhanced professional practice as a priority for teacher 
educators and the teaching profession as a whole. The Draft 
Competencies appear to have the potential to contribute towards such a 
priority but they will by no means be the only way that such a priority 
will be achieved. 
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