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Writing Standards: Resolving Conflicts

Regie Stites started with a 15 minute presentation on writing standards and the need to recognize that conflict is an unavoidable part of the standards writing process.  Contradictions and dilemmas among quality criteria, standards writers and stakeholders will naturally arise.  Regie took this assumption as his starting point and presented ways to look ahead and think about conflict resolution.  Below is a brief summary of some key points that came out of his presentation.  The power point slides are also available in the Community Center.

Regie provided tips for the challenges posed by contradictions:

· Challenge:  Incorporating latest research in language that the field can understand.  Tip:  Create a glossary, whether as an appendix or addition, so that standards will be clear, intelligible, and easily understood by all.  This can help resolve conflicts between having standards be comprehensive (informed by research) and clear and intelligible by users in the field.

· Paul Grice’s conversational maxims may be useful in thinking about how to write standards.   Grice discusses how to say something in the right amount of words to get something across without going too far. Although Grice discussed conversational interaction, the conflict is similar to that between being comprehensive and clear in standards writing, so the maxims can be useful guidelines.  A URL is posted in the Community Center.

· A second conflict that often arises among quality criteria is that between being comprehensive/coherent and manageable.  When you look at research, you may find yourself trying to elaborate on progressions of skill, but this can go too far.  Tip:  set targets and limits to what is reasonable to be taught within the system.  Consider professional development too.  You don’t want to limit the standards to what is currently being taught well. You also want to include what could be taught well with additional training through professional development.

· A third conflict is between rigorous vs. specific/measurable standards.  If you focus on the measurable, you may be reluctant to include skills that are important but complex and hard to measure (e.g., tasks involving higher order thinking).  It is important to remember that not all standards need to be measured through standardized tests.  Not all important standards lend themselves to standardized testing measures.  You can measure some standards in other forms (e.g., more informal evaluation or performance-based assessments).

Tip:  Examples of ESL standards that take on complex higher order thinking are included in the proficiency guidelines of the American Council for the Teaching of Foreign Languages.  [The URL is included in the Resources slide from Regie’s presentation.]

· Conflicts among members of the writing team are inevitable since people have different ideas about how the process should be conducted and what should go in to content standards.  It helps to have a formal or informal process for resolving conflicts even before you begin writing (see EFF Standard – Resolve Conflict and Negotiate as one example).  Be intentional about how you deal with conflicts that come up.  Begin by acknowledging that there is a conflict and then start the process to work through it.

· Conflicts with those in the field and other stakeholders are also inevitable.  Most of these come about because people do not understand standards or the purpose of standards, or because they do not like standards and do not want a standardized system in any form.  
Tip:  Make sure you have thought about the validity of standards and how you will make the argument for the validity and value of your standards.

· Alignment is a form of agreement and a strategy to validate the standards.  You need to align the standards with your instructional content in order to make sure that your standards are teachable, disseminated and taught.  You have to make sure your standards are aligned with the levels that are taught.  You might also want to align standards with external benchmarks that describe the progression of skills.  We can refer to others in K-12 and internationally to help develop a progression of skills.  [The final slide in Regie’s presentation has a few resources that can be used as external benchmarks.]  

· The last slide (Some Resources) includes two short reference articles for further reading.  They also discuss approaches to alignment.

Questions and Comments

· Participant shared that she liked the conflict resolution model and feels that it will be useful since they experienced a lot of conflict while trying to develop competencies and performance based assessments.  She feels that having a conflict resolution process up front would have helped.

· Participant asked for a clarification of the difference between alignment of standards content with instructional content and alignment of standards levels with instructional levels.

A: When Regie referred to content, he was referring to making sure that the content in the standards is comprehensive enough without being too much (balancing the breadth and depth of the standards).  When he referred to levels, he was referring to making sure that the progression of levels described within standards matches the way content is taught.  Consider how you write your indicators so that they fit within the organization of your instructional levels and the connection to testing.
· Participant asked what to do when you have specific skills that have to be mastered before you can go further, and when benchmarks may not be necessary for all levels.  For example, you must master decoding to read, but this seems to be more specific to beginning readers than something that goes across all levels.

A: This is an issue where you have a skill critical in the early stages that may still be operative in higher levels, but the skill is no longer the focus of instruction.  Remember when you’re writing standards to focus on what’s teachable and should be taught.  You should put the skill at the level where it should be the focus of instruction.  It can be included and be taught at one level, and it doesn’t necessarily have to move across all levels.

· Participant mentioned that her state has been working on creating a written statement of purpose for content standards and asked for examples that other states have used to help address people within the state who are resistant to the idea of standards.

A. One example that could be used to create a set of “guiding principles” or a statement of purpose is the model of educational improvement that Regie shared at the Consortia Meeting last October.  This is an explanation of how standards work with assessments and accountability to improve the educational system by getting higher levels of learner outcomes.  

Another state asked people to think of standards as a roadmap to help teachers think about what to teach, and the progression of skills building on each other.  

A work group in another state decided that standards would put a name to what teachers are already doing, to help guide old teachers, and give new teachers a picture of where to start and go.  This also helps professionalize the field, especially since there are so many part time teachers.  Nicole Amador added that it helps for teachers to see standards as something good teachers are already doing rather than think of standards as another layer to be added.
· Another participant said that since they haven’t started the writing process yet, this conversation will help them to avoid or resolve some of the conflicts that they anticipate.

· Participant said that her state is thinking about breaking down their “Oral Communication” section into speaking and listening and asked for advice on whether others thought this split would make sense or unnecessarily complicate matters.

A: This is a difficult issue to resolve and the decision may come down to how you want those skills to be taught.  If you are focusing on a communicative approach that involves the integration of listening and speaking, keep them together. But if the system teaches the components separately, you may want to take them apart.  VA also pointed out that many assessments, such as BEST Plus, test them together in such a way that they can’t be pulled apart.  Also, learners learn differently so some need time to listen before they have to produce.

· Someone asked if there was a template for the different processes that others have used for conflict resolution.

A: The EFF literature is a good place to go.  In the field of anthropology, there is also substantial literature on negotiation and mediation.


One participant shared her experiences with a conflict among one of their writing teams working on GED standards.  They used their facilitator, who was familiar with conflict resolution as a mediator.  This removed the pressure from the writing and planning teams to be the ones to resolve the conflict.  Their five teams were all working at once in different hotel rooms with the facilitator moving among them, so this made compensation for the facilitator’s time easier to handle.

· Q: Someone asked for a clarification of the differences between competencies and standards.

A:  It is important to work out brief definitions of how you are using the terms and include them in a glossary, so that everyone who reads your standards document will know what you mean.

· Q: Ronna Spacone (OVAE) asked if resolving conflict among writers is the same thing as consensus building.

A: Conflict resolution and consensus building are not necessarily the same, but both are useful processes.  With consensus building, you are not trying simply to get people to step back from a dispute, but also to build consensus.  There are good models for that out there.  Ronna Spacone (OVAE) offered to post resources that may be helpful in both these areas in the Community Center.
Standards Community Center

Peggy Seufert discussed a change in the emails announcing new postings in the Community Center.  Now when you click the link in the email, it will take you directly to the new posting.

She also encouraged everyone to use Community Center postings in order to share resources and thoughts about topics that come up during the conference calls.  Please post any thoughts about conflict resolution models or how listening and speaking content standards can be addressed. 

Next Steps

Monthly updates are due February 15.  The form has been adjusted slightly to include a “Next Steps” section.  We read these to know what everyone’s doing and to identify what type of assistance would be most useful.

The next conference call is March 15.  Please tell us what you think about the new format of the conference call. 

The next Consortia meeting will be Wednesday July 20-Friday July 22 at the Madison Hotel in downtown Washington, DC.

The TESOL conference begins on Wednesday March 30 in San Antonio, TX.  Is there any interest in setting up a meeting just for consortia members on Tuesday, March 29th?  If so, please suggest any topics you would like to see on the agenda.
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