Gilbert de Landsheere

Teacher selection

Although the literal meaning of selection is
choosing those individuals who are best suited
to fulfil a given function, it can also, and this is
perhaps its primary sense as far as future
teachers are concerned, mean identifying those
who will do no active harm.

There are other reasons for selection too.
Sometimes it is imposed by circumstances, as
when the number of places to be filled in train-
ing establishments is limited. Sometimes it
results more directly from the desire to open
the profession only to those whose philosophical
or political options are acceptable to the auth-
orities,

We feel that the first reason put forward is
the only justifiable one: to find the men and
women who are likely to serve the ‘learners’
best. Education is the key to man’s adaptation
to his culture, a path to freedom, the door to
knowledge and wisdom. Does it not deserve our
full attention?
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But in many places are not bus-drivers sub.
jected to more rigorous selection procedures
than teachers? While the former ¢an certainly
endanger the lives of a few dozen passengers |
the latter can stunt the minds of thousands of
children.

Furthermore, while a poor craftsman loses
his customers and a bad driver is soon dis-
missed, in most countries in the world a teacher
is often appointed for life without his real apti-
tude ever having been carefully established. And
how many teachers thus appointed by the state
will be disnrissed for serious professional faults?

In short, there is no lack of justification for
teacher selection. The problem is to do it
propetly.

To select is to predict
professional success—the mechanism
of prediction

For prediction two things are necessary: know-
ledge of the phenomenon whose future is to be
predicted, and kaowledge of the predictors,
i.e. the signs and symptoms.

When a layman is asked which is the more |
difficult to assess, the phenomenon or the
predictors, the latter are generally considered
the more difficult, if not the only aspect really
calling for reflection and research.

This reply is perfectly correct in the case of




Teacher selection

',’@terial facts of which we simply wish to
' ounce the arrival: to know whether it is
rgining OF NOT is easy, indeed self-evident; to
dict rain is much more complicated. But as
the phepomena become more complex and
dynamic, and particularly where man is con-
cerned, the reverse tends to be the case; it
hecomes more difficult to describe the phenom-
enonl in an operational way than to predict it.
This is because once the criteria that enable us
to say that the phenomenon has occurred are
gnown, powerful statistical techniques allow
g‘great number of possible predictors to be
1wied out very rapidly—and without necessarily
sorrying very much about a direct cause-
-, gnd-effect relationship—until some are found
. ghat are reasonably effective, and the collection
t gt measurcment of which is as economic as
E,flmssible. The procedure of irying absolutely
}anything as a possible predictor remains excep-
I tional however: a theoretical knowledge of the
| -phenomenon to be predicted generally gives a
. glue to prodromes, but in many cases a certain
empiricism is none the less inevitable, given our
Jimited, not to say rudimentary, knowledge of
she human sciences,
Let us take a simple example first of all. It
can be admitted that a person is able to read if
he obtains a certain minimum score in a set of
tests including questions involving decoding,
comprehension, etc. In this case, ‘able to read’
corresponds to a clearly defined criterion. In
order to predict how long it will take a child
entering primary school to learn to read if his
teacher employs a given method competently,
we shall try such predictors as exact age, ability
_ to reproduce certain patterns, etc. It is by no
means certain that these predictors represent
e most important determinants or derive fromm
the most direct explanatory models of the
ocess of learning to read, but, in practice, they
rove effective.
k- Let us now consider the problem of predict-
who will make a ‘good teacher’ or even,
e modestly, & teacher who will do no harm.
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This forces us to define what makes a ‘good
teacher’ in an operational way, i.e. according to
precise criteria that can be directly observed
and measured.

There was a time when a teacher was con-
sidered sufficiently qualified if he had Iearnt and
understood what he had to teach (and possibly
no more than that, as was sometimes required of
nineteenth-century teachers) and was capable of
imparting this knowledge by applying a codified
set of pedagogic procedures centred on the
subject-matter that the pupils were to assimilate
passively.

Prediction of this kind of ability is compara-
tively easy. It suffices to recruit candidates who
show that they already possess a good deal of
the knowledge to be acquired and passed on, can
express it in the language approved by the edu-
cational authorities and have a command of
deductive logic and an orderly and thorough
approach. The nature of the selection exam-
ination is thus already clear. It just remains to
check that the candidates show no infirmity or
symptoms of serious physical discases.

Selection tests of this sort have been in
existence for more than a century and are still
geing strong in many places. Unfortunately
their real predictive validity has now become so
doubtful that one eminent researcher recently
wondered whether substituting the candidates’
shoe size for their examination marks would
really make much difference.

Certainly an examination of candidates’ know-
ledge is not totally useless. Amongst other
things, it can be expected to keep mental defec-
tives out of the teaching profession, but is this
not rather a limited ambition? Hundreds of
research studies have demonstrated the weak-
nesses of the selective examinations for entrance
to teacher-training colleges or the institutions
that have replaced them.* At best they predict
more or less accurately success in the early
stages of training. But even brilliant marks in the
final examinations do mot by any means herald
success in the profession,
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In order not to bombard the reader with
figures, we shall limit ourselves to recalling the
general conclusions drawn from the wealth of
practical experience acquired in Scandinavia
and the hundreds of studies that have ac-
companied it,?

For twenty years (1948-68), the tests used in
Sweden included writing a dissertation, a test
of expression (narrative and descriptive tests),
free activities with children and collective tests
concerning attitudes towards the teaching pro-
fession.

The calculated correlations by E. Malmquist®
between each of these tests and the mark
for professional competence at the end of
teacher-iraining studies showed very poor pre-
dictive validity.

In Finland, M. Koskenniemi* followed sev-
enty-two teachers from their selection for train-
ing until ten years after the start of their
professional careers. Here again, he found
scarcely any correlation between the selection
tests and success in the profession. ‘A common
trait amongst the least successful teachers was
their lack of understanding of children and
their inability to structure a teaching situation.’

At the end of their analysis of the Scandi-
navian results, Marklund and Gran conclude:
‘There is no simple, unambiguous ““teacher
aptitude” existing independently of situational
factors. “Unsuitability™ as a teacher seems easier
to define. Selection for teacher education should
therefore be aimed primarily at avoiding pre-
sumptive failures.’

But what is a ‘good” teacher?

To try to select teachers by means of a test
that is relatively simple in its conception and
the same for all candidates, is tantamount to
saying that there exists one type of suitable
teacher, capable of being predicted econ-
omically. Nothing could be further from the
truth,
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acquired. Distant; his only relations with the
boupils are professional.
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An operational definition
of the standard types

In the predictive system which teacher-
selection represents, we call ‘standard types’ or
‘target types’ the descriptions, in terms of
observable behaviour patterns, of different
types of teacher that we hope to find in schools,
or that we are prepared to allow in schools.
Unless we can define these target types, selec-
tion operates completely in the dark.

Whoever tries to formulate the necessary
definitions meets with two major difficulties:
the multiplicity of possible models and the
serious shortcomings of models defined by
means of expected performance.

The multiplicity
of models

All the combinations of types X, Y and Z that
are to be found in each individual are further
differentiated by other personality character-
istics of the teachers (including their degree of
social adaptation) and by the dynamics of the
teacher—pupil relationship. There is thus a vir-
tually unlimited number of acceptable teachers,
to the extent that, in the final analysis, each
situation, each individual, differs from all
others.

In such a case one can only work with very
broad approximations, retaining the smallest
possible number of general models, within
which it is agreed that individual differences do
not constitute a ‘danger’, by which we mean a
threat of serious departure from the desired
educative action.

Let us imagine one of these models: the
X-dominant teacher.

Affective sphere. Basy to approach. Behaves
towards the pupils in a friendly way, without
undue familiarity, however. Ability to ident-
ify, to listen. Inspires confidence, reassuring.
Optimistic.
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Cognitive sphere. Well-balanced aptitudes: prac-
tical sense, moves without noticeable diffi-
culty in the realm of symbols; verbal fluency
average or above, social intelligence above
average (aptitude in the sphere of social
behaviour, in the Guilford model). Knows
the subject-matter well, but does not make it
the centre of his activity. Attaches less im-
portance to the objective content than to
affective reactions to it, Digresses on his own
personal experience, even when having no
connection with the subject laid down in the
programme. Behaviour in assessing the pu-
pils: very subjective; rather lax. Gives chil-
dren confidence. Encourages children in
difficulty.

First remark: a traditional selection examin-
ation, focused on knowledge, verbal elegance
and ability to solve theoretical problems, will
tell us virtually nothing about any of the
components of this target model, And nefther
an interview of a few minutes nor the necess-~
arily brief observation of the candidate inter-
acting with a child or adolescent will provide
enough additional information to complete the
picture.

Clearly, in order to be able to identify the
type of personality corresponding to this model
it would be necessary to resort to such tech-
niques as group discussion, attitude scales,
evaluation of behavioural intentions, the Q tech-
nique and the semantic differentiator.

But two questions are left unanswered by
such an examination: Does the information
obtained in this way allow the subject’s actual
behaviour to be sufficiently accurately predicted
{measurement of behavioural intentions prob-
ably does, but up to now its validity only seems
to be established for the short term)? The
initial training of infant-teachers starts between
the ages of 15 and 18, depending on the
country. Can the reactions of an adult in a
teaching situation be predicted at this age?

Furthermore, it must not be forgotten that
we are thinking here of a selection examination
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likely to be open to a great number of candi.
dates. Now the example we have just givey
concerns only one target model, while
examination will investigate candidates not qp,
of whose characteristics is known in advanc,
(and perhaps should not be known, for the sake
of equity). Consequently, all the target models,
not just one, must be taken into consideration

One can imagine the duration and cop-
plexity of a test covering both knowledge
(which is stil] necessary, let us not forget) and
affective and cognitive characteristics (including
creativity). This brings us to the chasm that
separates the theoretically conceivable from the
feasible.

The problem of training
and hence of selection
in terms of the desired skills

Is there any need to point out the shortcomings
of traditional teacher-training programmes in
three sections: systematic training in the subject-
matter to be taught, general knowledge, and
training in psychology and teaching methods?

In some periods—depending mainly on the
qualifications of the students embarking on
training—and seme colleges, the subject-matter
and that alone is taught (the teacher being
expected to know as much as his future pupils
will have to know) or, at the other end of the
scale, the subject-matter is only studied at the
highest level (on the assumption that if the
teacher can master the most complicated aspects
of his subject he will surely be able to cope
with the most clementary level). The latter
approach is adopted by many universities, for
secondary teacher-training in particular.

Everything has been said and defended in the
name of general knowledge, including memor-
ization of the birth-dates and genealogies of the
great men of this world.

Courses on psychology and teaching method
consisted in the past—and there are still
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ome fine surviving examples—of memorizing
sychological notions (which had no demon-
trated connection with teaching and were
pever translated into action in the field), of
smdying teaching methods based more solidly
on the social order to be defended or the
delusions of their supporters than on exper-
imentation, and finally of assimnilating rnodel
lessons and various tricks of the trade. These
prefabricated lines of conduct are nowadays
. condemned and tejected by progressive training-
college lecturers, which, in the worst of cases,
leaves young teachers even less well equipped
than before.

The functional relationship between the dif-
ferent components of this programme and
teaching proficiency is far from proven, but in
making student teachers learn a bit of every-
thing the tacit assumption is that they will find
something useful in this hetchpotch and that
the other things, which are not likely to do any
harm, will at least serve to exercise the mind
and form the character.

As a reaction against this encyclopedic im-
pressionism, and more particularly under the
influence of behaviourism, attempts have re-
cently been made to work out training pro-
grammes directly related to the desired teaching
skills and performances, in both the cognitive
and affective spheres,

This approach is attractive for two reasons.
On the one hand it gives a pratical guarantee; at
least we can be sure that teachers successfully
trained by this method will be able to fulfil the
educative functions judged indispensable. On
the other hand it avoids the dubious encyclo-
pedism, we have just condemned.

In theory at least, it seems easier to devise a
selection examination if one has a clear idea of
what the candidates will have to do later on.

Nevertheless, training programmes worked
out in terms of desired skills have one major
handicap. In the first place, it might be feared
that while the required skills do in fact meet the
present situation, they might lose some of their

importance in the case of economic, political
or cultural change. Is one not creating a closed
training system, which will not equip future
educators to deal with unexpected situations
not foreseen by the authors of these pro-
grammes?

Flexibility, creativity, divergence, etc., can
certainly be included among the desired qual-
ities, but one then runs the risk of reintroducing
imprecision, just where the aim was to accept
only behaviour patterns rigorously defined in
an operational way. In short, either a selection
examination in terms of desired performances
will be reasonably valid only for a compara-
tively simple teaching situation (a literacy
campaign, for example), planned for the short
or, at most, medium term. Or this examination
will have to be so complex in order to provide a
long-term answer to high educational demands,
that in practice it brings us back to the problem
of feasibility.

How, then,
can selection be made?

A snap selection carried out before the begin-
ning of initial training, or by any other brief
examination during training, is a delusion,
except where it is a question of checking the
candidates’ ability to express themselves in a
particular way and to acquire knowledge, the
object of the education envisaged being pre-
cisely to make people assimilate knowledge and
express themselves in the same way, with no
regard for the personal inclinations of teachers
or pupils, ot for their individual personalitics.

If this is not the objective, then only pro-
longed observation in a teaching situation can
provide the information required for a decision.
At first it will be negative, for it is easicr to
identify counter-indications than positive qual~
ities, For example, individuals who show them-
selves incapable of communicating effectively
or who do not have a positive attitude towards
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pupils should not be aliowed to become
teachers.

To make it possible to discharge student
teachers from their course of training without
too much heart-searching, even if they are well
advanced along the curriculum, it is important
that they should be able to receive credit for
what they have learnt if they switch to other
courses, otherwise wastage and the fear of
creating social drop-outs will continue to open
the doors of the teaching profession to people
who should never have been allowed in. The
modular approach enabling students to move
from one type of course to another should make
it possible to solve this problem in the near
future, if present trends are confirmed.

The identification of positive characteristics
will naturally lead to acceptance, but does not
guarantee satisfactory performance in the pro-
fession. Personalities change, enthusiasms die,
and the vicissitudes of life often have their
repercussions in the classroom, alas,

In the most serious cases, it should be poss-
ible to remove unsatisfactory teachers, whether
temporarily or permanently, and find them
jobs elsewhere.

Assessment of teaching—the key
to the whole structure

So long as we are unmable to recognize good-
quality teaching, or more precisely the various
sorts of good-quality teaching, with certzinty,
the problem of training, selecting and super-
vising teachers will continue to cause confusion,
due to a lack of precise criteria.

And the more pluralistic and relativistic edu-
cation becomes, taking into account the person-
ality and aspirations of each of the parties
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involved, building knowledge instead of im-
posing it and, to this end, basing itself on
individual experience, both material and sym-
bolic, the more numerous will be the acceptable
models of teachers and hence the factors to
consider when assessing them.

But that is a different story—and at the same
time the same one.
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