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I.

A Model of Competency-Based
Training of Special Education
Administrators

by
Richard F. Weatherman and Judith M. Wolf
Department of Educational Administration

University of Minnesota

The purpose of this paper is to
describe a competency-based model
for the training of leaders in the
field of special education. The
model, The Special Education Ad-
minist ration Training Project
(SEATP) has been created and
tested in Minnesota over the past
three years.

The general goal of conmetency-
based training is to :nhance per-
sonal achievement through improv-
ed performance of the individual,
the person who must carry out
functions which will affect his/her
work and life habits.

The competency-based orienta-
tion reflects a nuniber of current
trends in learning and training
practices. The recent press for
accountability in all hunian service
progranis, the desire to reduce
fragmentation and overlap in train-
ing sequences, the need to individ-
ualize instruction, and the advan-
tage of coniniunicating to the
participating individual what is
expected - all have contributed to
the eniergence of conmetency-
based training progranis. Mobilizing
the resources for changing individ-
ual performance in the domain of
adniinistrative behavior requires a
"systenis break" or the restructur-
ing of conventional wisdom and
training approaches.
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Competency-Based Training - What
is It'

Conmetency-based training is an
approach to the systeniatic organi-
zation of instructional niaterials,
assessnient and evaluation with an
end goal of optimizing the perform-
ance of an individual who has been
trained utilizing this technique. Two
key words in conmetency-based
training are individual and perform-
ance. Emphasis in this training
approach is always on the individual
participating in the training exper-
ience.

The word performance is also at
the heart of competency-based
training. Performance can be defin-
ed as a set of observable events
consisting of actions carried out by
an individual. In the competency-
based approach, it is the person's
perforniance or observable behavior
that is important, rather than a
person's intent to perforni some
activity.

Characteristics of Competency-
Based Training

The competency-based niodel
described contains four unique
characteristics designed to enhance
the training of the adniinistrator.
These characteristics include an

individualized approach to training,
provision of constant and self-cor-
recting feedback to a participant on
his/her progress through the pro-
grani and feedback to the training
prograni itself on its success in
changing the behaviors of partici-
pants, an information-based set of
performance objectives derived for
the training program, and an ability
to design training experiences at a
variety of different sites and for
different populations. These charac-
teristics are interwoven in an
intricate pattern of instruction,
assessment, and evaluation.

I. Individualized Instruction.

The competency-based training
niodel assunies that individuals will
vary in the extent to which they have
already attained the desired adniin-
istrative skills. Entry performance
denionstrated on tests of content
and on performance in simulation
situations deterniine specific train-
ing needs frit- each individual;
therefore, the aniount and content
of instructional experiences will vary
aniong individuals. The perform-
ance skills acquired by the trainee
can be viewed on a continuuni, but
acceptable perforniance is not deriv-
ed from the individual's standing
within the group but rather from an
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analysis of performance needed in
the personally defined goals of the
individual. Grading or assessing the
quality of performance is therefore
on an individual's behavior
throughout the training process.

2. Mdivklual Assessment and
Program Evaluation.

A competency-based model is by
definition a data-based system. The
emphasis on assessment serves two
major purposes: It enables program
managers to determine on an
ongoing basis the extent to which
individuals achieve the program's
objectives, and it permits objective
determination of the appropriate-
ness of instructional methods, con-
tent of instruction and established
criterion levels for achievement.

The assessment techniques used in
the SEATP model focus on perfor-
mance objectives necessary for
changes in administrative behaviors
and employ two basic strategies to
determine the extent to which these
objectives are being attained: per-
formance assessment (using simula-
tions of actual tasks which individ-
uals must perform) and content
assessment (measurement of the
knowledge which an individual must
have in order to function success-
fully). These measures are obtained
on a pre-entry, post exit and
follow-up basis.

Performance assessment consists
primarily of a series of tasks,
derived from content objectives,
performed in simulated settings
which approximate life conditions
and which are rated by experts for
adequacy. (Performance assessment
by means of structured observations
of individuals' actual performances
in -the life situation is another
option but typically is not feasible
due to time constraints and high
cost .). In addition, individuals'
self-ratings of perceived proficiency
levels are obtained and compared
with observed levels.

Performance-based objectives
specify tasks the individual needs to
be able to perform, and demonstra-
tion of competency is complete and
direct (performance of the task in a
setting which simulates actual life

conditions). However, the know-
ledge (information, grasp of con-
cepts, and ability to apply them
appropriately) required to perform
tasks must be inferred, and conse-
quently, content or knowledge
testing is used for assessment of
achievement in appropriate portions
of the training program.

The goal in content testing is to
create an extensive pool of items
representing in miniature the basic
characteristics of some important
domain. The major advantage of
this kind of testing is that from a
small sample of items it allows
estimates of an individual's "level
of functioning" or the percentage of
the total tasks of a specified type
which would be answered correctly.
The reliability of the test is the
accuracy with which the probabilit--
ies of correct performance can be
estimated. Validity can be assessed
by logical analysis of the content
area description and the individual
test items.

Actual testing is done by means of
a test of randomly selected items
which measure the content area. For
the pre-tests on each content area
the items are selected to cover all
objectives of that area. An estimate
is made of the criterion level which
constitutes mastery of each objec-
tive, and instruction is provided in
those areas where the individual
falls belosv the criterion level.
Individual post-tests are developed
and consist of items randomly
selected from each area in which
training was provided.

All cognitive assessment informa-
tion is recorded and scored on
computer. The system consists of
programs and disc storage files
which contain the item pool;
maintains the status of individual
participants in the training program;
selects, prints and scores pre- and
post-tests for each individual; and
maintains an ongoing statistical
summary of each person's progress
through the training program. In
this way, the individual can receive
feedback on his/her performance on
a test, simulation experience or any
objective at any time during the
course of training. This allows the
trainee to develop self-monitoring
and self-correcting skills once for-
mal training has ceased.

3

A second important characteristic
of this assessment strategy is that it
provides direct program evaluation
in the form tlf aggregates of
individual's performances. These
performances - how well people are
cycling through the various training
components - provides a description
of the overall impact of the program
and this is possibly the most unique
characteristic of competency-based
training. Individual assessment is
traditionally an important aspect of
a training program, but most
systems do not take into account the
necessity of feedback to the pro-
gram directly in terms of modifying
content, assessment strategies or
training methods in order to better
reach its goals and objectives.

3. Derivation of Training
Objectives.

Although the literature on compe-
tency-based training does not distin-
guish very well between competency
and other training models, the way
in which training objectives are
derived is sufficiently different from
the content composition of other
modek so that from its inception,
competency-based training is
unique.

A competency-based model
assumes that the performances
which constitute a learning domain
can be identified and stated. Tradit-
tional training programs have tend-
ed to rely on the judgments of
University faculty or other visible
"experts" as a means of deriving
performance objectives. A compe-
tency model uses a study of role and
function and objectives written by
experts to empirically derive those
behaviors which constitute the per-
formance desired.

Although this basis for establish-
ing training program content pre-
sumes a certain amount of stability
in performance description, it is
recognized that any adaptive per-
formance is a dynamic one and that
the training program will require
revision.



Goal analysis is Mager's (1972)
procedure for obtaining consensus
among a group of people. This
procedure includes the following
steps: a panel of experts is selected;
descriptive words and phrases about
program content are elicited from
each panel member and all respons-
es are recorded. The panel then
meets to edit the recorded list.
Members eliminate duplication and
nonessential items, fill in deficient
areas and .rewrite the list in
performance terms. The group then
rates each item for desired level of
performance and specifies the im-
portance of achievement of each
task.

Performance analysis, the second
technique, uses procedures for a
careful study of a set of administra-
tive behaviors desired of trainees. A
number of different methods could
be employed in conducting a
performance analysis. These include
questionnaires and checklists, ob-
servation, individual or group inter-
views and logbooks. Goal analysis
and performance analysis are used
to balance each other and produce a
more accurate description of desired
administrative training objectives.

The next important step in
deriving training objectives involves
the use of a technique called Latent
Partition Analysis (LPA). LPA is a
computer-assisted technique that
helps to organize and clarify a set of
ideas as those ideas are implicitly
understood by a group of people. It
is called "latent" because it reaches
for the understood, but not prev-
iously expressed concepts. It is an
"analysis" in that it is a means of
examining and organizing the ideas.

Latent Partition Analysis (LPA)
uses a free sort. That is, the people
who made up the group or
population are left free to sort a
large number of training objectives
in any way which is meaningful to
them.

The procedure, except for the
computer-assisted calculations, is
technical but simple. Results of goal
and performance analyses, in the
form of many statements of training
objectives, are written into an
unclassified list. This set is printed
onto cards, one objective per card.
Blank cards are provided so that
additional statements can be added
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by individuals asked to participate
in the procedure. Persons sort the
cards according to instructions that
leave them free to determine their
own classification system. The LPA
computer program takes the cards,
computes and reports how the group
organizes its content. The result is a
list and a classification scheme
which is most compatible with the
understanding of the group and
which provides the actual training
objectives of the program. Deriving
objectives in this way assures a wide
range of inputs and a much broader
base of support for training efforts
than does a traditional approach of
content developments.

4. Multifaceted Instruction.

A competency-based training
model handles instruction occurring
under many different situations, in a
variety of diverse locations designed
for many different recipient popula-
tions. Training has been conducted
in individual, small group -or large
group situations. Persons with a
wide range of abilities can be
offered instruction at the same time
due to the individualized, self-cor-
recting features of competency-
based training.

Training can be provided in any
location from a University campus
to a home environment. The basic
principles of competency-based in-
struction are site-free; that is, they
do not require traditional institu-
tional support system. These basic
principles are employed to prepare
each individual to carry learning
over as part of his/her daily job.

J-7*

Thus, 5nstruction at any location
depends only on the participant and
materials necessary to train the
content objectives identified for that
individual's specific needs.

An Overview of Program Imple-
mentation

The competency-based model
described uses a systems approach
and can be described by the
underlying assumptions inherent in
the model: individualized instruc-
tion, constant feedback of a self-
correcting nature to the learner,
ongoing program evaluation, empir-
ically derived performance objec-
tives, and diverse training possibili-
ties. The sequence of training
activities is as follows:

identify twget population for
training
pre-test trainees to estimate
individual need for training
derive performance objec-
tives using goal and perform-
ance analysis
prepare instruction based on
derived objectives
design assessment strategies
based on derived perform-
ance objectives
evaluate and revise program
as needed

This sequence of events presents a
simplistic yet straightforward over-
view of the competency-based
model with the major purpose being
the training of administrators of
special education. 0
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