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Overview

In September 2005, the Maine Association of Vocational Education Administrators (MAVEA) contracted with Projects Unlimited to conduct a series of facilitated sessions with the Technical Centers and Regions’ instructors to ascertain the status of industry-recognized skills standards as a foundation for the various technical program areas.  A survey of technical program instructors, conducted at the October MAVEA conference and compiled by the Center for Career Development (CCD), informed the initial session strategy design.  In November 2005, MAVEA and MDOE alerted all technical programs, with six or more programs statewide, that these skills standards sessions would occur between December 2005 and March 2006.  Twenty (20) sessions were scheduled and nineteen (19) were delivered (two program areas were collapsed into one session).

The Industry-Recognized Skills Standards project brought over 200 of the technical centers and regions instructors together.  They are a highly dedicated, enthusiastic and professional group of individuals.  Although the session design meant a maximum of three hours with each group, strong patterns emerged relatively quickly – on the technical content and on the educational context.  Based on that limited exposure, I have attempted to pull out the most significant program and systems strands for the MAVEA Directors’ consideration.  I hope that this provides some helpful insights to the Directors as they consider their next steps of work with their instructors.  Thank you for the privilege of working with them and with you!

Summary Observations

The majority of instructors supported the adoption of industry-recognized skills standards.  In many cases, they had already pursued this agenda on a individual program basis.  A few groups had even pursued it as a statewide group.  Not surprisingly, the groups that have a strong national industry-recognized organization with articulated standards had an easier time moving towards endorsing those standards as a statewide group.  Similarly, the groups that had a “tradition” of meeting and working together were more able to quickly endorse an industry-recognized standard, if available.  The groups facing the most work were those who did not have a readily identifiable industry-recognized standard to use, who did not have a recent history of working together, and/or who had a variety of diverse programs within their technical program area (as defined by the MDOE CIP code).  An additional challenge, cutting across all groups, was the degree to which the members had experience and/or comfort with instructional methodologies. 

As you will see from the program summary chart (file: Program Summary Chart 4-10-06), the program groups fall into three categories for future work efforts:

· technical assistance with their educational products (i.e. curriculum & assessment review & development, interface with sending schools re: criteria for program referral, and so forth);

· communications assistance with their group’s product development process (i.e. convening meetings, moving past program differences, and so forth); or,

· liaison to review products and provide feedback.

The groups needing a liaison to review their products & decisions and provide feedback would include: Applied Academics, Culinary Arts, Health Sciences and Marketing.  The groups needing communications assistance (in addition to any educational product assistance) would include: Business Studies, Carpentry and Cooperative Education.  The groups’ work can be concurrent with the content work, but it will be difficult for them to be successful without both levels of assistance.  The majority of groups need assistance with their educational product development process, although some assistance on group process could be beneficial.  These include Auto Mechanics, Auto Collision, Child Care, Computer Technology, Drafting, Electrician, Horticulture, Law Enforcement, Media Technologies, Machine Tool, Special Vocational Education and Welding.    
In addition to the instructor groups that went through the industry-recognized skills standards sessions, there are the technical program instructors who did not participate as their programs fell below the “six or more programs statewide” criteria.  Since these groups, by definition, do not reflect an economy of scale for a full-time facilitator, MAVEA may want to consider one or more of the following approaches to address the issue in the months ahead:

· Have a facilitator work with a program instructor liaison from each of the “under six” groups to develop a template that the program liaisons could then use to work directly with their program group on the skills standards issues;

· Add a shorter version (1 to 1 ½ hours) of this skill standards session format on to a technical update session that the program instructors already have scheduled; 

· Use a facilitator with the programs that appear to be in a growth area in order to establish the industry-recognized skills standards expectations on a going forward basis; and/or,

· Require an identified industry-recognized skills standard as a part of any new program’s development plan.

Lessons Learned
· Communications, communications, communications.  As with real estate where it’s all about location, with organizations it’s always about communications.  Throughout the sessions, instructors communicated to the facilitator, MDOE and MAVEA liaisons that they hadn’t received any information about the tech updates and/or the skills standards sessions.  This serves as an excellent reminder that folks need information to come to them in a variety of settings – through email AND through formal organizational meetings AND through informal peer to peer connections AND through snail mail, and so forth.  There is an understandable dependence on email as it is cost-effective and wide-ranging, but it is clearly insufficient for many instructors to hear whatever message MDOE and MAVEA are communicating.
· Continuity.  Many instructors had been “in the room” to develop DACUM, the statewide standards, the warranted lists, and so forth.  But very few could identify how those connected to each other to support a larger educational policy agenda.  They often were unaware of who had convened them, for what purpose, and whether there have been any “result” from the convening activity (beyond a piece of paper, which might or might not be used).  A suggestion to the instructors was to always include an overview that provided context when they are developing their program instructional materials as a statewide group (the statewide standards documents do a good job at this).  In addition, whenever possible a new initiative should be launched with a clear link to past efforts, whenever feasible.  Otherwise, the instructors flounder a bit or feel previous work has been underrated and/or unutilized.  This would be true for whatever initiative (new curriculum, assessment tools, etc.) was being addressed.
· Collaboration.  Often an over-mentioned and underutilized phenomena, but in this instance, the collaboration of the Directors, the Center for Career Development, and the MDOE staff appeared to make a discernable difference in the successful execution of the project.  MAVEA provided institutional leadership, MDOE provided educational policy leadership, CCD provided skills standards history and context, and the facilitator provided process rigor.  The message to the instructors – overt and implicit – was that this work mattered, as all these players were making an investment.
· Professional Development.  Almost every group articulated the need for professional development time to enhance their programs, increase their professional skills and support innovation, quality and accountability.  The groups that have (a) an active instructor lead, (b) an active MDOE liaison, and/or (c) an active MAVEA Director liaison were discernibly better able to manage the multiple challenges and expectations of the technical center milieu.  Whatever MAVEA and MDOE can do to support on-going professional development opportunities for the instructors, the effort will clearly provide benefits to the individual instructor & program, the technical centers, the Department,  and, above all, to the students and therefore, to the industry and larger community.    
· Making the Investment.  As stated earlier, most of the instructors in each program group and most program groups were receptive to the endorsement of industry-recognized standards.  However, as soon as that was confirmed, a host of questions arose.

The first set of questions arose from the instructors’ recognition that using the standards (usually) meant joining a national organization, using / purchasing that organization’s curriculum, participating in instructor and program certifications from that organization, purchasing equipment that met the organization’s required level of performance, and so forth.  The instructors require guidance and assistance from the Directors on all these factors as they work to implement their technical standards in their programs.  

The second set of questions arose around the implications of standards on their program design.  As standards are implemented, they will have an impact on the number of student contact hours necessary to provide a student with a program certification; on the referral process from the sending schools; on the preparation a student needs to participate; on who and how many students complete the program successfully; on the program’s ability to be customized to reflect the local community’s needs; and so forth.  Again, instructors will need guidance and assistance from the Directors as they move the standards agenda ahead.     

Next Steps

As mentioned earlier, the issues surfaced during the skills standards sessions were usually about the technical content and the educational context.  Instructors are seeking direction and assistance on the skills standards implementation process (item #1 below), on the implications arising from implementing skills standards (item #2 below), and finally, on issues peripheral to skills standards per se, but relevant to the instructors daily work (item #3 below).  Without knowing the resource base that the MDOE and MAVAEA can bring to these issues, they are only framed as requests, not as a sequenced action plan.  However, as discussed above, to the extent that the MAVEA & MDOE can articulate and coordinate a plan around skills standards implementation and its related activities in the year (or more) ahead, the better the instructors will  be able to “see themselves” in that plan. 
1. Develop mechanisms and resources to respond to the industry-recognized skills standards requests raised by the instructors, as follows:
· Assistance to instructors for identifying, developing/customizing &/or evaluating their technical area’s skills standard;

· Assistance to instructors for identifying, developing/customizing &/or evaluating their technical area’s curriculum resources; 

· Assistance to instructors with identifying, developing/customizing &/or evaluating their technical area’s assessment & testing tools.

· Feedback from MAVEA Directors and/or MDOE staff on the progress instructor groups’  have made on standards-related work & any associated product development.
· Information on:

(a) SIS-ME (Student Information System of Maine) – such as how the standards work the instructors do can & should be reflected in the SIS-ME database;

(b) NOCTI (National Occupational Competency Testing Institute) – such as whether the MDOE and MAVEA want to move programs towards this type of objective testing and how to address the related costs; &/or 
(c) CRCOM (Curriculum Resource Center of Maine) – such as how the CRCOM can be a repository for common curriculum and assessment tools; what its role might be with tech update (convening, recording program changes, etc.).
· Information on funding to support national standards organizational membership &/or materials costs.
2. Develop mechanisms to respond to the more general technical assistance requests that emerged during the sessions, as follows:
· Provide more information on “best practices” for sending school and technical school student recruitment & referral processes;

· Provide more information on linking with post-secondary schools for dual enrollment and/or articulation agreements;

· Develop a working paper on how standards may impact (a) sending school expectations (student referrals, common schedule, contact hours and so forth) as well as (b) the technical  centers & regions role as a resource to students’ who want/need to explore career options, to the students who want to pursue a technical career in more depth and to the students with special needs (use that working paper to shape discussions at the local/regional levels);

· Provide assistance on academic credit issues, such as when/how sending schools grant credits for math, science & other content areas when the instruction is provided through a technical center course; clarification on what content areas technical centers can provide (some sending schools have indicated they will only acknowledge “career prep” credits, not math, science, language, etc.); and, on the issue of MLR expectations for academic credits and how those expectations were increasing the number of classes students had to take, which in turn was creating a decline in referrals and enrollments between the sending schools and the technical centers (not enough time for students to do both);  
· Offer a “best practices” session among the technical centers by program to help one another understand their different program designs and schedules and their impacts on program possibilities; 
· Offer one or more technical workshop(s) for all instructors on assessment, especially for special needs students;
· Offer resources to help technical center instructors work effectively to involve sending school instructors with similar teaching assignments (such as accounting instructors) in the skills standards implementation process;

· Create an opportunity for sending schools and technical centers to discuss and address the impact that industry recognized standards implementation may have on special needs students in order to ensure a pathway for those students to continue to participate meaningfully in the technical centers’ programs (all too often theses students have not found a framework for success in the sending schools and the technical centers have provided a viable pathway for these students to succeed);
· Develop a standardized new instructor orientation packet that could then have the technical standards information as a customized insert; and,
· Develop approaches, track successes, and build awareness among all the programs about the possibility of shared costs (like site licenses or media resources) and “barter options” between secondary and post-secondary schools with similar technical programs (like culinary arts, drafting, etc.).
3. Implement these responses (above) in a manner that enhances sustainability within the technical centers and regions institutions.  These approaches might include:

· Offering train the trainer sessions on curriculum and/or assessment development;
· Creating “model meeting” templates for a recorder, process observer, etc. so meetings are better organized and actions tracked;

· Developing sample documents such as articulation agreements, sending school “referral forms”, etc.; and, 

· Hosting regional sessions between technical schools and sending schools to disperse information “across” the boundaries.

Conclusion

“Implementing industry-recognized skills standards” – 5 simple words and a multitude of perceptions, issues, challenges and opportunities!  The skills standards discussion sessions ascertained that your instructors are at a variety of points across a broad continuum on this task.  A major and on-going challenge is to coordinate this work in order to maximize your results as a system.  I hope that the issues surfaced help you, as Directors, structure that work more effectively.
Cc: Lora Downing, MDOE
       Other MAVEA Directors 
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