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The Now England Program in Teacher Education (NEPIE) is a six-state
regional prosran;inxended to improve the quality of teacher education in
New England, Fundgd by the New Englend Rcsié;al Conmission and incore
porated as a non=profit corporation in 1970, NEPTE has established a
wide variety of projects and activities dosigned to strengthen the educa-
tion of teachers. NEPIE is governed by a tweaty-four mcmber Board, four
from cach state, all of whom are appointed by their govermors. Half of
<he Board mombers are professionals half, community-based.

In Scptember, 1971 the staff of NEPIE consistcd of a director, an
associate director, an oxccutive assistont and two ficld agents who cone
cwrrently held the title of assistant director. In September, 1972, the
staff consisted of a direector, {two associatec directors, an executive
assistont, and six field agents; these sdditions indicated that most
additions to staff had occwrred in the ficld rather than in central staff.
This action implemonted NEPTE'S philosophical cmphasis which has from the
beginning becn on being a ficld-focused organization.

There are somc eurrcnt national trends which cuggest that rolés analo-
gous to that of the NEPTE field agent are increasingly important. It
i3 vital, therefore, that NEPTE state clearly its own experience with
and development of the field agcate What follows is an account describe-
ing the history, philosophy, and implementation of the NEPTE field agent

concepte
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The first NEPIE Board of Directors, and subsequent ones as well, -was
imperative regarding its wish that NEPTE not become a heavily centralized
burecaucratic program. It argued that subsequent staff appointments after
the diraotbr, associate diroctor, and executive agsistanc (1970) be fielde
based. Subsequently, vhe next two appointmen"bs (1971) were field agent-
assistant director positions, one housed in tfm Maine State Department of
Education and the other at Rhkodo Island Collecgee The spacifics whereby
it developed that Maine cnd Rhode Island becomd tho first sites selected
are rather comlex to deseribe hicre, but the resuls actualized the Boarxd's
desire that eppointmeats be ficld-based.

During the £irst year of ficld agent activity (1971-72) the United

States 0ffice of Educetior asked il NEPIE's coatinuation proposal lfor 1972-

7% wight explore a pluen vhescby o spreific crseinlist agent would be placed

in cach of i New Enzland statcue Both the couwpcioney ard placcient of
the agent would be agreid upon batween cach of ihiu chief state school
ofticers wd LEPIE, Ovir a°'pericd ol several months, a propdsul cmorged

ealling foo tix Ticld agento, cach with a specific compuiency agresd upon

by the osate &3 a priority need and FEINE. as a rclevant poogram arcas JIn each
J p y . . .. TR N

case, the ficld aspn’u' was "o;o- gpend 60 pe:c" cent of his %¢imo on state
tasks and 40 per ccat of nis {ime on regional (NEPLE) tasks. The agreed
upon competency foei were: (1) Resource Developuent, Maine; (2) Bie-
lingual Eduecation, Connccticut; (%) Perforumance Based Toachor Education,
Rhode Isiand; (%) Evaluation, Vorwont; (5) Metropolitan Staff Develop-
mont, Massachusetis; and (6) Leadership Training, New Hampshire.

General Tasks

Tho presence of the five new NEPTE field ageats makes the defini-~
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tion of role and functioning of staff an easier task, JMuch of the field
agent role grows from the then existing practice of central staff,. During
the first year of NEPTZ operations, central staff spent a great deal of
time in field work. Some of thesc activities included participation in
workshops, evaluation of proposals, presentations of data and the like to
concerned groups, monitoxring and evaluating p;ojects. In addition there
were the gencral administrative duties within the organization itself. The
tasks that £it under such categories, however, zccounted for only a small
portion of the time of NEPTE stafl.

There were other kinds of activitics less ¢ ..cepiible To facile 'descrip-
tion. They inercased curing the sccond year wacn wwo figld agents vere

acdede Oftentimes, these activities appearcd in the staff report to the

YTPTE Board as “imet with Commissioner," “met with Advisory group in Maine,"

wyigited cducational comsultant group," end the like. There was cvidence of
c_onsiderable staff activity in such areas; buv there was 1ittle indication
of what took placec, what was the intent, and what was the intended or final
result. On occasion, aor‘ne of these emerged as projects, such as the Boston
Childr::n's Hogpital Projcet, a prgjgct dc':x.icned to demonstrate the po=-
tential of al‘cemajtive trainfi.x_za onvironme'nts for {eachers, both pre-service
and in-scrvice. As oficn as not, there was 1ittle direct subsequent
contact betwecn the MNEPIE staff person and the group or person met with}
sonetimes at a later date, a contact would cusuo and this would usually

be followed by another chort or extended mccbing in turn‘followed by a
sporadic kind of relationship. T4 bocame difficult to describe and
delincate thesc relationships, but they seemecd oftentimes to grow out of
ihe nced of the group o individual for the hind of organizational dovelop~
ment holp or training that WEPTE stafl werc experd ive The NEPTE staff

person's preasence at ono of the roctings was usually the result of

e e e e e !



a call for assistance, for clarificeation, or just for the informal presence

of somcone involved in cducational change. The more NEPIE was perceived

a9 a service oriented organization, the greater the inorease in the demand

. for these vaguely defined sorvices. However, as time went on, staff was

able to categorize a nunbar of the requests. ’Mést of them corresponded

to what ultimately bececame the competency areas of the field agents.

MNew Stalf:

The reporxwed activities'of new gtalf members in the person of the field

wgonts have nade visible wsome of what was taking plabc in these instances.
Bocause the field agents are in the most part people with a particular
speeiality such as performance based teacher cducation, it has been easy

+o watch the part of their role that is relatcd to a special expertise.

The fiold uwgent is rogardsd as one having cxpert luiowledge about a practice

or being en expert practitionesr himself. Ids relationships | with clients
resull Lfrom their desire to know something or their desire to have him
perfora a task for them. In this way, the transuetvicn beocmes highly
vizible. lMuch of what happened in ecarly INEPTE activity with. »egard to
relationships betwecn central NEPTE staff cnd pcople in the Lield was of
& simdlar nature, but it was difficult then to pin dowm the nature of the
relationshipse Very often, the people in the field were sceking broadly
baged expertise with no particular focus on & staflfl peraon'é previous
coapotency. Rather, people in the field wore rcsponding to & kind of
goncralized availablity and apparent confidence that some kind of help
would ensuc. Vexry often, tl:ze activity that enaﬁed'waa that of the NEPTE
staff person directing the individual or group 1o a rasource where the

seyvice or resource was rcadily available., IV was rare that the NEPTE
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staff person paorformed the function himself. It is clear in retrospect that
during tho carlicr time, NEPTE staff wembers were heavily used by people

in the field for the kinds of reaocwrces they thought such roving persoennel
ahou_ld bo in touch with. The transaction is cagicr tQ w#tch presently be=-
cayse the scope of vision has anarrowed somewha‘f; ‘that is, the field agents
carry with them a particular label indiecating a spscific expertise. Their
prescnce makes clear a part of the function that NEPTE staff fulfills

external to the projects and planncd NEPTE activitics.
£ 4

Roeruiiniant

Becavse of the wsual delay in processing a federal grant, NEPTE and
the states werc unable o begin a sexrious sc: ch for candidates until mid
au;i late spring. JAmuowncaimcnta of vacan: oo wind Job descriptions were
sent to the ploccment oflicces of major schools of cducation, professional

organizations, and publications.

The reivcas, &3 is Yhe case in the prescnt job market, were considerable

with over threg hundred rcoponocs. Soma Board mcinbers and all staff care-
fully sercened thae appiicatiozzs. Jn cach pascz, a long pattern of interview
and nezotviations cnsuede. iZach condidate hac 10 bo a.,cc'p‘aable not only 4o
NEPLE but to tho respeetive otatc as well. Tinally, in Sgpicmber -- two
months aficr the hoped for date of July 1, 1972 «- all six field agentis

wore on the Jjobe

The Vorl: Itself

The tasks of each of the ficld agents, as outlined in the proposal, are
impossibla, The broadly wiitten job descriptions were the rosults of state

departmznt and NEPTE pergonued conlercnces. Writica to include the views of
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all._they awaited the performance of individuals in order to atiain some
focus and closw'c.

NEPTE's cxporience with the two field agents in 1971-72 had evideanced
the impossibility of fully delincating the field agent's role, if ho were
to function effectivcly. A large bloek of the f%rst two fiocld agents' time
was gpent on tasks not original? wought of a% their tasks. The Rhode
Island ficld agent, for instancc, spent over scven full working days
reaponding minimally o regional intercsats in Perlormance Based Teacher
Education. The Maine ficld agent spent tiwe helping several groups
develop an elffective »vinvaszaiulive yrodect tunrd for Duued Programs.

Thexrce arc ways in which all NEPIE stall Lave acted like field agents,

a fact which made dnitial gtafl duturaction casicr because a common experi-
cuce existeds In the carly moaths of the program, <he dircetor and asso-
clate director wore busily aticupiing %0 respond Lo regionally stated needs
and questiona while at <the sams thind they were avteuplting fo launch eomo
of NEPTE's carly bdrogramse MNEPIE wasg a new resource forr the region, and
indeed nmany pceople treated it like o resource 1o be useds They scnt lete-
ters, nade inquirics, ond requesicd staff visivs.e I cach of the twenty-
four mcuber Board told oaly ﬁwo'pedple“aééﬁt NIEPTE, there was an imumediate
potcatiul of 8 wvisits Lov a stoed’l of tio. Fach Lonyd muaber, in foct,
t0ld more than two. Thq sentral staff of two quickly ovolved & style of
repponding o requests that has becows charseicristic of NEPTE and, in
part, helped shape the Ficld Agent PYoposal. When the stalff felt that a
request was both germanc to NEPIL's purposcs and appropriate to stalfl
sikills, thea a dircet, active on-sitec reaponse was made. When a request
wags relevant to NEPTE but not in line with stafl cormpetencices or interesis,

then stalfl sought appropriate help in the region. Follow-up t0 these
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assisting moves was madec, and chr time a list of effective resource
poople has Leen accunmlated. On still other occasions, ataff mentally .

stored the request for help and then surfaced it again when several similar

| inquiries were made, thus indiciting a regional interest, problem, or v

opportunity. The concern for Open Education would be an example of the
last practice, starting with a qucstion.early.;n the year, deyelopins into
a listing of "Open Concepi" schools, and resuliing in a regional conference
on Opon Education. That first ycur tawght NEPIE staff that the six New
England states would probably continue wwittingly to mcke impossible de-
pands on stalf time, that new stalf meubers chould not consider themselves
only as cxperts in & particular compevency or rzsidents of a particular
state, and that people flexible cnouga 1o £111 wultiple roles could |
accomplish many vasis while ostonsibly doing onc.

Mo field agent rolc, then, is one that has cvolved from NEPTE's own
original staff roles. The addition of field agents theoretically makes it

poagible to cxtend the activities of +he origiaal staff three=fold.

A Clocer lonk

What, orecifically, do ficld agents d0? The following deseription is
a fairly <ypical ten-day sequence for a NEPTE Ticld agente The events de-
scribed occurred with ten consccutive days of work for one field agent.
(A) One and one=half days spent with a state depariment of education of-
ficer and reprosentatives of all teacher education institutions in the statoc.
The Tield ageat was in a quasi-consultant rolc during that time as the group
considered changes in procedurcs for approval of teacher education programs
in'the statc. (B) Onc day in another state during which the field agent
mot with iwo NEPTE project dircetora, the decn of education at a major

institution, and several supcrintundents. Topies dncluded proposed changes
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in pre-service programs, persoancl selection for site i‘olea, and a pro=
posal for sccondary school teacher training. {C) Attendance at a NEPTE
Board meeting. (D) Mectings with another dean of a school of education,
a project steering committee, and two project directors. (E) Two days
in the office spent in wirting notes and reports regarding ali the
meotings that had taken place, g

0f the acti\ritiegs described, only the writing of the notes reached
any closure, The other cxperiences all ended on an ambiguous note; some
with an indication of <the need for another meeting, others with a request
for materials and servicces, still others were more momentary meetings per-
hips related o some past or future prograa developnent effort and perhaps
not, Each of them filled a need for the person or agency served, for often
the action occwrred because someone had requested ite But one of the
anbiguitics ol some of the service roles in NEPIE is precisely the lack of
closwre, the oftentimes wuncertainly with regard to the success of the inter-
veavion. Very olften e indication of success or failure Liecomes sleoar
oaly when a subscquent follow=up activity is helde I the NEPTZ agent is
davited, he can usually fecl it is a result of his performance at the first
ac’bivi‘oy. I{ he i3 not invited <o ﬁaﬁi.c;:mte? lle can ignore it; he can
fcel a sense of fa"ilwe and aticmpt to analyze it; he can take credit for
having helpsd the procc's:‘a get as far as it has. Waatever he does to either
face the fact of failure or look for excuscs, he must recognize that not all
interventions are going to be succcsaful.

The primary point, though, is that the ficld agent must be self-
starting and self-sustaining 4o a very high cegrec. Very often he will get
1ittle assistance in beginning to woxk out a problem and lz’L‘iztle direct en-

cowragement, praine, or reward as an activity moves from vision to fullfill-

ments Others will expcet a high degree of the ability to sustain encself in
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difficulties. Finally, the client will anticipate direet ivmediate | |

professional rarvicipation und contributions Srom the field agent.

The effcetivencss of the field agents has depended in part on the train-

ing and carly exporicncos; mors iaportant, though, are those charactoristics
they braught ‘o thc; Job a3 part of thelr past. ‘fhe following are a listing
of characteristics that were used as oeriteria in the gselection process:
(a) Tolorance for embiguity: +the role of a ficld agent, however come
pletoly a proposal will doseribe it, will be en undefined one in

the indtial siernes.e Beeause he will b2 working out of a small

otalf, peer wnd organizational support and role dafinition will be

minicale.  Such sdtuaticas ere ab bt eabiguous.  In general, thig

charseteriutic was aszesscd largely thosush an analysis of candie-
di_l'L.".':'B' previoan work caueskences. Poeple with a history of low

risk Jobo, for in.toncc, were judgod 10 be unlikely to posscss

ach tolesance for anbiguity.

(b) Recognition and avoidancc of hicerarchical limitations:

agent works in all the levels of an cdwcational hierarchy and
must thus be aware of the real tnd insgined levels., Yot his
funection is o cerva all levels; thus Lic must be neithor the
Yool of thd higher levels aor the advocate of the lower levels.
Rather, he must work in such a way as Lo be uscful to all,

lle mmst see himself as serving a Junction rather than being a

A field

lovel on an ducgined hiererchy. Again, this was assocssed in terms

of previous roles as well us, of cours:, candidate statements.

NEPTE was sccking individuals who had lcarned to live in conflicte

2]

ing authority cnvironmeais, b



(c)

(e)
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Arca of expertiso: A. field agent ought to have a recognizable
8kill in which he himsell has confidence, This attribute is
highly valuable in demoustrating speeific competoncies, He

zust also possess the quality of not being skill-bound; that

is, he uust be able to move into other-arcas of competency as
well a0 %o seo tho tramsfer acyeets of his own skill, This
twrned out to be the thing ¢-.3 candidatc went back to fob ex-
ampleos and illuctrations da the  »zn iaterview structure used.

In severul cases this turacd out to bo quite different from what
the candiuates' papers had indiecated,

Respeet Jor ‘lhe potential of cducational studies and research come
bincd with okeplicism of much rescarch: A field egent must have

a trust that 0% all inventious need to be redone because he
kmows that sonz research cfforis have produced substantial re-
sulis. AV the seme time he must be sulficieatly prudent to know
that many studico have produccd no answers. This quality proved
difficult 1o asucas. The epparont success in texwms of finding
people with thiu cunldivy way b as saich o resull of the kinds of peo-
ple vho soughe MUNIE ag 44 wag the »cadc of any conscious strategy.
Demonstrated ability and desire to work with people cooperatively:
Vhile in oae scnso a field agent works in a lonely environment, he
io constantly interacting with people and r?arc:fully lisvening ‘o
them at varying rauges of closcaess and coopération. This intere
action must be chavacterized by the agenti's preference, not his
tolerancc. This quality was assessed largely through intorviews

&na the iateraction thore.
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(£) Acceptance of postponed gratifications A field agent rarely has

the teachor's satisfaction of daily feedback on tasks.

He must
be able to function as a seclf=-starter relying on his own initia-
tive for continuation of activity.

This quality was visible in

terms of the kinds of tasks and role that candidates had previ-
ously sought for thcmselves.

~

NEPTE field agents have had a training expericnce that characterized
the tpuining given earlier appointed staff: a fow weetings and planning
sessions i‘oilowcd quickly by total imporsion in {the field. The field
agents have had a serics of oae-on-one placeumznts throughout the region
with some of the district elemients that compose the agent's constituency.

The inteation was to develop an experience that will force the issues of the

yeaxr-long expericncce to the surface. They h:;ire also had short-texm stays
in several centers or programs in the region.

Verbal and written reports
aftor the facts beiween field agents and central staff are rhaintained
continuously and intensively.

Yhat Has Been Laarned

Theoe reamarks are beinz written at the nild-point of the sucond year

of Ficld Agent activity. .Tho Question of what has been learned is ap-
propriate.

Some of the learnings have been things wo ‘thousht we would learn.
It was predieted that the amount of time an sgent spent in the state and

on NEPIE tasks would vary somewhal from state to state and also be some~

thing that states would inereasingly attempt o control. To & degree, this
has happenced.

Field agents have, as predieted, leancd in whichever direc=
4+ion they felt their own long-term development has lain,

Tabbed with a
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label of a particular skill, they have not become involved in a wide raage
of activitics in their rcspoctive states. Dumands on centrel staff time
have been at least as great as in the past with the result that large
blocks of time to spend with ficld agents have not been available.

These arse more nezative learnings. Therq,héwe been positive oncs as
well, I has becn learned that given sufficicnt sanction, status and sup-
port, & field agent will develop a poweriul array of practices, constitue
tents, products, and functions., A sgpecific illustration: one of the field
azents has developed & presentaticn ineluding text and visuals of his
coaipetency aroas planned Jointly with state departmont personnel the holde
ing of thrce worlshows and confercncés; assisted the stato commitiee on
teacher certification; served a2s a frequent resource in the two neighboring
states. All the activities, in eddition %o éﬁe normal duties, took place
within {the past two mouths.

NEFIS has learncd +that diis dmpact, in the sense of being widely lmown
ay & purdicipant and contrdbutor, is imucasurably cnhanced by the additvioa
of field ageuts who aviond nuncrcus functions for a variety of reasons.
Curiously, they arve identified as "NEPTE people" which, of course, achieves
this desired spread of influence {actor, |

Finally, it has beea' learncd for the throe millioncth time in humen
history that.program quality is related ‘o person quality. The dual assign-
ment of personncl to both NEPTE and a state could provide a marvelous dise
guise for inactivity by elaiming to be buay for either organization. NEPTE's
chief good fortunc has becen in secwring as field aeenfs 8ix individuals who

havo well served two mastoexrs.

IYorther Direetions
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In addition to the Iield Agent Project, NEPTIE has ;)ver twenty other
projects in New England. A significant resul%t of the field agent activity
is behavior change in some project directors. They have begun to develop
activitices in which they go to other projects for training and support.

In an informal sense, NEPTE has tecn other field ggents.

All six states have indicated an intorcst in continuing the relation-
ship, and the sta'te. conmiscioners have signed a proposal Tfor 1973=T4,
requesting the same kind of project. There were other things that could
have been done with the mwoneys the choice of the states to continue the
development of field agents is a positive endorsement of the first year's
activities,

It is pretiy clecar that nobody should coasider a twenty-year career
as a field acent. The demands, the travel, cnd tvhe continued lack of
closure would probably be debilitatling in the long rwa. Bub for an carly
and mid-carcer position, it has many advantascs. PFor an organization, _
oeel:ihg to broaden its sphere of influence, it is an admirable vehicle.
For a group of communitics or staics secking to share informetion, practices,

and rcsources with an ageacy, it is a workable arrangement.

The Last VWord

Onc of the NEPTE staff, in a reflective and whimsical way, recently
deseribed a field ageant's activities in & paper called "A Day in the Life

of a Field Agent.® It is as appropriate a point to end as any.

A Day in the Life of a Ficld Agent

I awolic to see the sun rising over a mezdow in one of the three northern
gbatos. Breakfast wes at 8:00 ala with a project director and one of his
peopie. The topic of the meeting had been vaguely referred to the evening
before (11:00 pm) when the project director finally dropped me off at the
motel.

The other person =- whom I had not previously met -~ arrived ficst, I
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recornized him by his bricht inquiring eyes. Another method I used was the
who=the-holl-clse-wonld-beeherec=at=7:45 am with-a-briefcase-~in-his~hand and
a=forlorn-look-on-his=-race one. I have found this a useful way to recognize
strangers in strange motels. I worked; iv was George. I intrcduced myself;
and we sat dowvn to ewait Bill, the project director. What do vou say at
7:45 am to someone you have never met before? I .usually say something
about George ieGovera or Richard Nixon. This moraing I said something about
George lMeGoverns

Ve chatted a bit and I was able to delivepr what I hoped would be the
first of my great lines that day: “Look, I'm no chauvinist, but Ameriea is
the only cowntry I have." laving cstablished my potential for utiering the
bon mot, I was rcady to go to hLrcakfast when Bill showed up.

The breakfast mecting quiclily became a business meeting as George,
botween bites of sauwsanes end cxns, exploincd now he would like to vary his
role next year within the HEPTE fuaded prozsram. VWaen he forgot something,
Bill would proapt hiu. Alver two eggs, fowr toasts; thirce cups of coffes
and two sausages, CGeorge laid his knife and fork down and said, "Well,
that's it." I looked at Bill ©vo sce what cise would be offered. Bill
said, "Yeah, that's aboub it." They looked at re Tor some sort of responce
and I looked for the waltress for scome more collce.

One howr later, I had asked about fificen questions, made five or six
directive observaticns lilie, "IU scems o mey purely as an outsider, that
you would appear lcoas pavronizing if o o o The quostions were ones likes
Mn0 ic bozipg troined to Fill yowr role when you tire of it?" Or "How many
‘tcachera hava said tvhey like this idea?™ AL the cnd of the haur, we recached

an arrcewcnt that Guorge was poinz to produce a threcepage statement describ-

ing his plan, incdieating its supsosed advoutingess Bill and he would meet
azain with me end then preseat the ideca 1o the stecring cormmittec or abandon
{he plan or modily it ox whatecvir action sceicd appropriate.

The rest of the day was spent in viciting with two different school
suparirsendents Salldng cal the implications of a new sctate plan, some ways
the NElIL projecet could elfeet change, and some locil probleus,

Vhat was the dey worth and how had it come zbout? Let me answer the
last question fircte It had probably coms zoout boeceuse of a relationship
of trust and arfection built up over +the last year., In this case the
direetor was not asking my prescnce baecauwse of the expectation of funds.

At onc point during ths day he observed thot "gelting ten bucks out of him
(12z) is like getting blood from a stone." (I winced at his metaphor but
applavded his sentincent.) The day had been carefully constructed so as to
pleee me in three key nrecetings and provide nuen time fox reactive statements
vovards the end of cach mectinge MMy fuess is that this occurred because of
(a) & trust relaticnsnip built on respect and past contributions, (b) a
local nced for responsive outside input, (¢) an outside sanction of sorts
for the director's role, (d) a elcar expectation of a specific statement
from the ficld agent based on past experiencce.

Wus the day wortiwhile? This is &n imnoessiblo question to answer
speeifically. fThe thrce weetings cnded amicably with thanks expressed,
A oubsuquent product in thoe way of a paper or a proposal or a worikshop is
antieipated in cach castee 1 learned a considorablc amount about rural
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school systews and their girensgihs and weaknesscy. Another series of
relationships for MEPls was furthered. (Question: with a staff of ten, who
needs further rolationships?)

The personal qualities nceessary for such a day are as follows: (1)
Inordinate paticnce with the nccessarily slow detailing of the various
“stories," (2) Clear listening skills as evidenced by an occasional inter=
ruption for clarity or emphasis; (3) Willinsnecss to forego temporary leader-
ship in "obvious" solution situations for long=term relationshipss (&)

Skill in suceinct, clear exposition ol one's own point of view when approe
priate; (5) Acceptance of 2 lack of closure with rezard to the value of
one's ovm role in such nmeetings; (6) Tolerance for being used for such
Purposes as a sounding board, a reactor, and sometimes a neuter,

The day ended vhen I drove invo my driveway; it was raining by that
time. The day really cnded when, minutes later, my wife saids "What did
you do today, dear?' I dunno; I cunno.



