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Abstract 

Parent-teacher conversations can have a positive impact on the academic success and de-

velopment of pupils. However, German teachers feel insufficiently prepared for conversa-

tions with parents. Therefore, during the last few years, corresponding training programs 

for teacher education have been developed. Now, there is a need for instruments that can 

assess the effectiveness of teacher training with regard to parent-teacher conversations and 

permit to diagnose whether pre-service teachers are sufficiently prepared for parent-teacher 

conversations or where further training is required. Hence, the aim of this dissertation is to 

develop and validate an instrument for assessing the communication competence of pre-

service teachers in conversations with parents.  

Simulated conversations, an instrument from the medical domain, are adapted in this dis-

sertation because they are promising for measuring pre-service teachers’ communication 

competence in conversations with parents: they are performance-oriented, context-related 

and offer authentic measurement conditions. The newly-developed simulated conversa-

tions are evaluated in a pilot study with N=49 and a main study with N=96 pre-service 

teachers. The results of both studies are divided into analyses that target basic and in-depth 

aspects of psychometric quality criteria. Findings with regard to the basic analyses show 

that the conversations are rated with sufficient objectivity, that the structure of the data 

corresponds to the underlying theoretical construct and that the coding manual for analyz-

ing the conversations is reliable. The in-depth analyses show that the portrayal of parents 

by different actors is consistent, the results of simulated conversations based on a certain 

case vignette are generalizable - though only to a limited extent - the pre-service teachers 

perceive the conversations as authentic and the relations between observer-ratings of the 

pre-service teachers’ performance and other criteria gathered via a multimethod measure-

ment correspond to theoretical expectations. In sum, the pilot and main study findings 

consistently indicate that simulated conversations are suitable to assess the competence of 

pre-service teachers to communicate with parents. 

The dissertation demonstrates that simulated conversations can be used to ensure and re-

fine the quality of teacher education with regard to preparing teachers for conversations 

with parents. Furthermore, it highlights possible areas for the incorporation of simulated 

conversations into teacher education and outlines factors which are decisive for their suc-

cessful employment. In this way, the dissertation contributes to preparing teachers for 

conversations with parents and, in this way, to improving parent-teacher cooperation. 



 
IX 

Kurzfassung 

Internationale Forschungsbefunde zeigen, dass Gespräche zwischen Lehrpersonen und 

Eltern einen positiven Einfluss auf den Schulerfolg und die Entwicklung von SchülerInnen 

haben. Allerdings fühlen sich deutsche Lehrpersonen oft nicht ausreichend auf Gespräche 

mit Eltern vorbereitet. Infolgedessen wurden in den letzten Jahren entsprechende Trai-

ningsprogramme entwickelt. Um zu überprüfen ob diese Programme effektiv sind und 

Lehrpersonen durch sie angemessen auf das Führen von Elterngesprächen vorbereitet wer-

den, sind Verfahren zur Messung der Gesprächsführungskompetenz erforderlich. Ziel der 

vorliegenden Arbeit ist daher ein Instrument zur Messung der Gesprächsführungskompe-

tenz von Lehramtsstudierenden in Elterngesprächen zu entwickeln und zu validieren.  

Simulierte Gespräche, ein im Bereich der Medizin etabliertes Verfahren, werden in dieser 

Arbeit an den Lehramtskontext adaptiert, da sie es ermöglichen Gesprächsführungskompe-

tenz handlungsorientiert, situationsspezifisch und unter realitätsnahen Bedingungen zu 

erfassen. In einer Vorstudie mit N=49 und einer Hauptstudie mit N=96 Lehramtsstudie-

renden werden die psychometrischen Gütekriterien der entwickelten Gespräche evaluiert. 

Beide Studien unterteilen sich in grundlegende und weiterführende Analysen. Die grundle-

genden Analysen zeigen, dass Beobachter die Gespräche hinreichend objektiv auswerten, 

die Struktur der Daten das zugrundeliegende theoretische Modell wiederspiegelt und das 

Kodiermanual zur Auswertung der Gespräche reliabel ist. Die weiterführenden Analysen 

liefern Evidenz dafür, dass verschiedene SchauspielerInnen die Eltern konsistent darstel-

len, die Ergebnisse verschiedener Gespräche generalisierbar sind – allerdings nur bis zu 

einem gewissen Grad – die Studierenden die Gespräche als authentisch wahrnehmen und 

die Ergebnisse der Gespräche entsprechend theoretischer Erwartungen mit anderen Krite-

rien, die im Rahmen einer multimethodalen Messung erhoben wurden, korrelieren. Die 

Befunde von Vor- und Hauptstudie sprechend dafür, dass simulierte Gespräche geeignet 

sind um die Gesprächsführungskompetenz von Lehramtsstudierenden in Elterngesprächen 

zu erfassen. 

Die Arbeit zeigt, dass simulierte Gespräche zu einer evidenzbasierten Weiterentwicklung 

und Qualitätssicherung der Lehrerbildung beitragen können. Darüber hinaus werden mög-

liche Einsatzgebiete in der Lehreraus- und Weiterbildung ausgemacht sowie Faktoren, die 

für einen erfolgreichen Einsatz von simulierten Gesprächen entscheidend sind. Langfristig 

soll die Arbeit einen Beitrag dazu leisten Lehrpersonen auf Gespräche mit Eltern vorzube-

reiten und dadurch die Zusammenarbeit zwischen Lehrpersonen und Eltern verbessern. 
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A Aims & Structure1  

Evidence suggests that cooperation between schools and parents can have a positive impact 

on student development and school success (Chrispeels & Coleman, 1996; Jeynes, 2011; 

Kreider, Caspe, Kennedy, & Weiss, 2007). One of the most important tools for fostering 

parent-teacher cooperation is formal parent-teacher conversations with one or two parents. 

Consequently, in 2004 the Kultusministerkonferenz2 declared institutionalized parent-

teacher conversations an integral part of teacher tasks in Germany (Kultusministerkonfer-

enz, 2004). Yet up to today, a lot of German parents report that they are not satisfied with 

parent-teacher conversations (Killus & Tillmann, 2012). This dissatisfaction might be due 

to the fact that many teachers find parent-teacher conversations challenging and feel insuf-

ficiently prepared by their education (Freyaldenhoven, 2005; Hertel et al., 2014). In recent 

years, several training programs pertaining to parent-teacher conversations have been de-

veloped and incorporated into teacher education in Germany (Aich, 2011; Gartmeier et al., 

2015; Hertel, Bruder, & Schmitz, 2009). Hence, there is a need for instruments3 that can 

assess whether training measures are effective and whether pre-service teachers are ade-

quately prepared for communicating successfully with parents. Furthermore, such assess-

ments can yield valuable information about what future teacher training needs to target.  

A promising approach for measuring the competence of teachers to conduct formal conver-

sations with parents is simulated conversations4; an established method in the medical 

domain, since they offer authentic measurement conditions and are performance-oriented 

(Cleland, Abe, & Rethans, 2009; Shavelson, 2013; United States Medical Licensing Exam-

ination, 2015). In medical simulated conversations (pre-service) physicians interact with 

trained actors behaving like real patients. Research from the medical domain shows that 

                                                 
1 As far as possible gender neutral language is applied. To facilitate readability and brevity sometimes the 
masculine form is used only. However, the female form is also always implied unless stated otherwise. 
2 Standing Conference of the Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs of the Länder in the Federal Repub-
lic of Germany 
3In this dissertation the term instrument is employed instead of the term test for the following reasons: 
According to the Standards published by the American Educational Research Association (AERA), the 
American Psychological Association (APA) and the National Council on Measurement in Education 
(NCME) in 2014 a test is “a device or procedure in which a sample of an examinee’s behavior in a specified 
domain is obtained and subsequently evaluated and scored using a standardized process” (p. 2). The AERA, 
APA & NCME Standards use the single term test to refer to all kinds of evaluative devices (American 
Educational Research Association, et. al., 2014). While this use of the term test also occurs in German, the 
term test is most frequently used to refer to written, standardized cognitive or motivational tests (Scheibe, 
Trittel, Klug & Schmitz, 2014). Thus, it might be misleading for German readers to use the term test for 
simulated conversations. 
4 Simulated conversations are commonly referred to as conversations with simulated/standardized parents. 
For the use of terminology in this dissertation see chapter 5.1.2. 
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simulated conversations can objectively, reliably and validly measure competencies of 

(pre-service) physicians and are very well-accepted by them (Barman, 2005; Cleland et al., 

2009; Newble, 2004). Thus, the aim of this dissertation is to transfer simulated conversa-

tions to the educational domain and to evaluate to what extent simulated conversations are 

suitable to diagnose the communication competence of pre-service teachers in formal par-

ent-teacher conversations with one or both parents. The resulting overall research question 

is: To what degree are simulated conversations suited for diagnosing the communication 

competence of pre-service teachers in parent-teacher conversations? This question is bro-

ken down into its components with regard to the fulfillment of psychometric quality crite-

ria. The result is seven sub-questions relating to main elements of objectivity, reliability 

and validity. These questions investigate, for example, to what degree independent observ-

ers agree regarding pre-service teachers’ performance in simulated conversations; whether 

the different actors portraying parents or the different case vignettes on which the simulat-

ed conversations are based influence their difficulty; whether the pre-service teachers per-

ceive the simulated conversations as authentic, or if the results of simulated conversations 

are related to other measurements, like a situational judgment test on parent-teacher con-

versations, and external variables. 

To create a basis for this thesis and to single out areas in which (further) research is need-

ed, chapters 1 - 6 provide the theoretical background. Chapter 1 contains a summary of 

findings about the effects of parent-teacher cooperation on students which highlights the 

relevance of parent-teacher cooperation and conversations for student school success and 

development. 

Chapter 2 starts with a discussion of several modes of parent-teacher cooperation, which 

reveals the core relevance of formal parent-teacher conversations for parent-teacher coop-

eration. Parent-teacher cooperation and conversations can take a variety of forms and can 

be formal or informal. The focus of this dissertation is on formal, planned conversations 

between a teacher and one or two parents, since this type of conversation provides the key 

to synchronize educational processes at school and at home and, thus, has a lot of potential 

to support students’ development and school achievement. If not stated otherwise, when-

ever the term parent-teacher conversations is used or the competence of teachers to com-

municate with parents is addressed, this refers to formal, individual parent-teacher 

conversations and the respective competencies for this type of conversation. In subchapter 

2.1 the legal framework for parent-teacher conversations in Germany is sketched out in 
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order to make the institutional conditions under which parent-teacher conversations take 

place comprehensible. To clarify if and which points of parent-teacher conversations 

should be improved, the current state of German parent-teacher conversation practice is 

outlined and compared to legal postulates and parents’ expectations (2.2). Chapter 2 ends 

by analyzing to what degree parent-teacher conversations are incorporated into teacher 

education programs (2.3). This analysis provides potential explanations for the fact that 

current parent-teacher conversation practice often fails to live up to theoretical and legal 

postulates, as well as parents’ expectations. Moreover, it highlights the importance of a 

stronger integration of parent-teacher conversations into teacher education.  

Developing and evaluating instruments to measure teachers’ competence to communicate 

with parents that can provide evidence about whether corresponding teacher education is 

successful and about whether exiting pre-service teachers are equipped with all relevant 

competencies to communicate with parents, requires firstly an understanding of what con-

stitutes a teacher’s competence to successfully communicate with parents. As a basis for 

understanding what constitutes this specific competence, the terms communication, compe-

tence and communication competence are discussed with particular emphasis on communi-

cation competence in expert-layman conversations (3.1). Drawing upon existing models 

and definitions of parent-teacher and parent-school counselor communication (3.2), the 

Munich Model of Communication Competence in Parent-Teacher Conversations is intro-

duced, which serves as a theoretical framework for this dissertation (3.3).  

Conceptualizing and evaluating a new measurement instrument for diagnosing the compe-

tencies of (pre-service) teachers in conversations with parents, further necessitates an un-

derstanding of the goals and challenges of research on competence measurement in teacher 

education (4.1). Multimethod measurements can increase the validity of a measurement 

and provide important information with regard to the evaluation of newly developed in-

struments (4.2). Therefore, in the subsequent subchapter, advantages and disadvantages of 

five frequently used methods to assess teacher competencies and their suitability for as-

sessing teachers’ competence to communicate with parents are discussed (4.3). This pro-

cess enables the identification of instruments that can complement simulated conversations 

with regard to measuring the communication competence of pre-service teachers in con-

versation with parents and, in this way, provide information for the validation process of 

simulated conversations in the context of a multimethod measurement in the empirical 

part. 
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For the purpose of employing simulated conversations with regard to parent-teacher con-

versations, a brief sketch of how this method has been applied in the medical context is 

useful to clarify terminology and potential uses as well as to get an overview of research 

findings on how the different components of simulated conversations should be designed 

(5.1). In the second part of chapter 5, current developments regarding simulated conversa-

tions in the educational domain are outlined and, in this way, future applications and re-

search areas are identified (5.2). Moreover, the analysis of the current status of the use and 

research on simulated conversations in medical education and particularly in teacher edu-

cation provides information regarding the design and evaluation of the simulated conversa-

tions for this dissertation and, consequently, forms the foundation for the deduction of 

research questions. In line with this, in the last part of the theoretical background conclu-

sions for the empirical part are drawn from the theory (6). 

The empirical part starts with an overview of the research questions and hypotheses (C). In 

the succeeding method part (D), firstly, an overview of all instruments employed is given. 

Next, the construction of the simulated conversations and the complementary instruments 

is described. The simulated conversations consist of four primary components: (a) the case 

vignettes the conversations are based on, (b) the actors portraying the parents and the train-

ing they receive, (c) the coding manuals, rating scales and self-assessment questionnaires 

for rating the conversations, (d) the independent raters and the training they received. The 

construction of the different components is explained in order of development and use. 

Following this, data collection is depicted (8). Data collection of the dissertation was em-

bedded into the research project ProfKom- Professionalisierung von zukünftigen ÄrztInnen 

und Lehrkräften im Bereich der Kommunikationskompetenz5 funded by the German Feder-

al Ministry of Education and Research. The aim of the project was to promote and assess 

the competence of pre-service physicians to communicate with patients and of pre-service 

teachers to communicate with parents. The simulated conversations developed in this dis-

sertation served as an assessment for evaluating the developed training components for 

promoting the communication competence of the pre-service teachers in the project. In the 

last chapter of the methods part, the statistical procedures used for analyzing the data are 

outlined (9). 

The results of the pilot study are described in section E and the results of the main study in 

section F. Both pre- and main study results are subdivided into basic analyses and in-depth 

                                                 
5 Professionalization of future physicians and teachers on the level of communication competence 
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analyses. The basic analyses address the fundamental aspects of building scores, such as 

clarifying inter-rater agreement, the factorial structure of the data and the reliability of the 

scales. The in-depth analyses are based on the previous analyses and inquire more deeply 

into aspects of the three main quality criteria objectivity, reliability, and validity. These 

analyses provide information about whether the actors perform consistently in the simulat-

ed conversations, to what degree the case vignettes the conversations are based on influ-

ence their generalizability, to what degree the pre-service teachers perceive the 

conversations as authentic and how observer ratings of the simulated conversations corre-

late with self-assessments of the pre-service teachers and external criteria. Based on the 

results of the pilot study, conclusions are drawn concerning the necessity and type of modi-

fications of the instruments for the main study (13). In the main study, the pilot study anal-

yses are replicated with a larger data set and additional in-depth analyses are conducted. 

These additional analyses further target the validity of the results of simulated conversa-

tions via investigating their relations to other measurements and variables through a mul-

timethod measurement and a multitrait-multimethod matrix. As a last step in the results 

section, the fulfillment of ancillary psychometric quality criteria is outlined. The disserta-

tion ends with a discussion of the results regarding the employment of simulated conversa-

tions in the educational domain. Moreover, the benefits and costs of simulated 

conversations are weighed and recommendations for the future employment of simulated 

conversations in research on teacher education and teacher training programs are devel-

oped (G). 



   

 
6 

B Theory  

1 The Relevance of Parent-Teacher Cooperation for 

Students’ School Success and Social Development 

This chapter aims at clarifying the theoretical and practical relevance of parent-teacher 

conversations. Parent-teacher conversations are embedded into the broader framework of 

parent-teacher cooperation. Thus, the effects of this broader framework of parent-teacher 

cooperation on students are summarized as the point of departure for this dissertation. 

Though factors, like peers or the media, tend to influence the development of students, 

family and school continue to be the most important influencing factors for the develop-

ment and the school achievement of children and youth. This is the bottom line of a variety 

of international studies, meta-analyses and literature reviews that have been conducted in 

the past 50 years (Bloom, 1982; Busse & Helsper, 2007; Coleman et al., 1966; Epstein, 

1990; Henderson & Mapp, 2002). This finding seems to be stable over time and applicable 

across countries. International comparative studies conducted from 2000 onwards, like the 

Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), revealed that the amount to 

which the impact of socio-economic background, i.e. the family, on student achievement is 

compensated by schools, differs between countries. However, the most recent study con-

firms that up to today, there is a cross-national effect of socio-economic background on 

student achievement which continues to be particularly strong in Germany (Baumert & 

Schümer, 2001; Müller & Ehmke, 2013).  

Since families are crucial for student development and school achievement, it is of utmost 

importance to involve them into the learning and school processes of their children. Ep-

stein (1990) argues in her model of family school interconnections for promoting coopera-

tion between families and school in order to merge these two entities. In line with Epstein, 

Krumm (1996) considers cooperation between parents and teachers as an effective measure 

to foster students’ school success. This claim is supported by a consistent, positive and 

convincing body of evidence that shows that parent-teacher cooperation has an effect on 

social and emotional development as well as on school achievement for all students regard-

less of social background, age or nationality (Cox, 2005; Epstein, 1990; Henderson 
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& Mapp, 2002; Jeynes, 2007; Kohl, Lengua, & McMahon, 2000; Kreider et al., 2007; 

Manz, Fantuzzo, & Power, 2004).  

A meta-analysis of 51 studies on the effect of parent-teacher cooperation by Henderson 

and Mapp (2002) revealed that when parents cooperated with schools and / or supported 

students regarding school issues at home, students, regardless of income and background, 

were more likely to achieve higher grades, be promoted and pass classes, attend school 

regularly, have a positive attitude towards school, have better social skills and graduate and 

go on to postsecondary education. The more families supported their children’s learning 

processes, the better children tended to be in school (Henderson & Mapp, 2002). Those 

findings were replicated in a literature review by the Harvard Family Research Project in 

2007 (Kreider et al., 2007). Moreover, the Harvard researchers found that family-school 

cooperation also has a positive effect on the self-esteem of students and a negative effect 

on substance abuse. In addition, a study by Fan & Williams (2010) showed that parental 

involvement facilitates intrinsic motivation towards school.  

A huge amount of research shows that all children benefit from parent-teacher cooperation 

regardless of socio-economic, cultural and ethnical background (Desforges & Abouchaar, 

2003; Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Jeynes, 2007). However, a study by Hill and colleagues 

(2004) suggests that while all children benefit, the effect and purpose of cooperation be-

tween teachers and parents can vary depending on socio-economic, cultural and ethnical 

background. Some researchers even argue that parent-teacher cooperation is particularly 

helpful and beneficial for students with a low socio-economic or migration background and 

might be a means to provide more equal chances for all students (Hertel, 2009; Hill et al., 

2004). 

In their Family Involvement Makes a Difference Series, the Harvard Family Research Pro-

ject highlights that parent-teacher cooperation matters not only for students from all socie-

tal subgroups but also for students of all age groups (Kreider et al., 2007). While early 

research on parent-teacher cooperation focused on the effects on younger children in kin-

dergarten and primary school (Epstein, 1990), more recent studies gathered evidence for 

the continuing positive effect of parent-teacher cooperation on students in secondary 

school (Epstein & Sheldon, 2006; Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Hill et al., 2004; Jeynes, 

2011). In their review of studies targeting this topic, the British Department for Children, 

Schools and Families (2008) comes to the conclusion that positive effects of parent-teacher 

cooperation persist into adolescence and even adulthood.   
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The majority of studies evidencing the effect of parent-teacher cooperation on student 

achievement and development have been conducted in the US (e.g., Cox, 2005; Epstein, 

1990; Kreider et al., 2007; Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Jeynes, 2007). However, there are 

also several studies from Europe (Department for children, schools and families, 2008; 

Desforges & Abouchaar, 2003) and some studies from African (Erlendsdóttir, 2010) and 

Asian (Hui & Nirmala, 2000) countries that replicate the American findings. The diversity 

of countries in which the studies have been conducted with similar results indicates that 

parent-teacher cooperation is beneficial for students across cultures and nations. Moreover, 

the findings seem to be consistent over time since research for more than a quarter century 

shows that parent-teacher cooperation is beneficial for student achievement and social 

development (Chrispeels & Coleman, 1996; Cox, 2005; Eccles & Harold, 1993; Epstein, 

1990; Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Jeynes, 2007; Kohl et al., 2000; Kreider et al., 2007; 

Manz et al., 2004).  

Finally, family-school cooperation is not only beneficial for students, but also for teachers, 

schools and families. Epstein (1990) finds in her meta-analysis that teachers benefit in their 

understanding of families, report more positive feelings towards their job and are able to 

conduct more effective school programs. Parents report more knowledge about school and 

benefit in their role as educators (Epstein, 1990).  

The first chapter has highlighted the central importance of families and schools for student 

development and school success. Consequently, cooperation between parents and teachers 

is of utmost importance for students. International studies from the past 30 years provide 

convincing evidence that parent-teacher cooperation is one key to promoting school 

achievement for all students regardless of social background, age or nationality (Chrispeels 

& Coleman, 1996; Department for children, schools and families, 2008; Henderson 

& Mapp, 2002; Kreider et al., 2007). Several studies show that those students with the 

greatest difficulties benefit most (Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Hill et al., 2004). In general, 

students benefit the more, the more their parents are engaged with the school (Henderson 

& Mapp, 2002). Institutionalized programs that connect schools and families can help form 

and sustain family-school cooperation (Henderson & Mapp, 2002). Most programs and 

family-school cooperation target younger students. However, research from the past years 

indicates that students from all age groups benefit from family-school cooperation (De-

partment for children, schools and families, 2008). 
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Chapter 1 has set the frame for this dissertation by highlighting the relevance of parent-

teacher cooperation and conversations for students. Chapter 2 continues by outlining the 

core relevance of parent-teacher conversations for parent-teacher cooperation and by ana-

lyzing institutional framework conditions for parent-teacher conversations, parent-teacher 

conversation praxis and teacher education regarding parent-teacher conversations. 
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2 Parent-Teacher Conversations as a Central Compo-

nent of Parent-Teacher Cooperation 

Chapter 2 starts by clarifying the relationship between parent-teacher cooperation and 

parent-teacher conversations in order to account for the central role of parent-teacher con-

versations in this dissertation. To make the institutional conditions under which parent-

teacher conversations take place transparent, the legal framework for parent-teacher con-

versations in Germany is sketched subsequently (2.1). Next, the current state of German 

parent-teacher conversation practice is outlined and compared to legal postulates and par-

ents’ expectations to single out if and regarding which points parent-teacher conversations 

should be improved (2.2). In order to single out reasons for the suboptimal status quo, it is 

then analyzed how well teachers are prepared for conversations with parents by their edu-

cation (2.3).  

Parent-teacher cooperation and parental involvement can take a variety of forms: e.g. at-

tending school events like open days or school festivals, volunteering at school, becoming 

a parent representative, participating in parent-teacher organizations, sitting in on students’ 

classes or learning at home. For an overview of parental involvement forms in Germany 

see Textor (2009). The focus of this dissertation is on a very specific and effective aspect 

of parent-teacher cooperation, on formal, individual conversations between a teacher and 

one or two parents6. Those parent-teacher conversations are often considered the center-

piece of parent-teacher cooperation (Aich, 2011; Sacher, 2009; Textor, 2009) for the fol-

lowing reasons: firstly, parent-teacher conversations are a core practice into which teachers 

engage on a very frequent basis (Dotger, 2011a). On average, teachers have to conduct 

more than 3000 parent-teacher conversations during their career. Secondly, not all students 

talk to their parents about what happens at school and to their teachers about what happens 

at home. So, teachers as well as parents are often unaware of what happens in the other 

sphere (Textor, 2009). Consequently, parent-teacher conversations are the key to effective 

parent-teacher cooperation since they offer the chance to exchange relevant information 

about the student and to synchronize educational processes at school and at home and to 

inspire further forms of parent-teacher cooperation (Textor, 2009).  

                                                 
6 Whenever the term parent-teacher conversations is used or the competence of teachers to communicate 
with parents is addressed in the following this refers to formal, individual parent-teacher conversations and 
the respective competencies for this type of conversation if not stated otherwise. 
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In Germany, formal, individual parent-teacher conversations fall into two categories: con-

versations at parent-teacher conferences and during additional office hours. At parent-

teacher conferences, teachers firstly introduce themselves to all parents, up-date them 

about the learning progress of the entire class and upcoming events and answer the parents’ 

general questions. Subsequently, formal parent-teacher conversations take place so that 

parents receive the possibility to talk to teachers individually and in detail about their chil-

dren. Parent-teacher conferences take place at the beginning of each school year and some-

times also during the second half of the school year. Normally, they take place sometime 

before the end of the school year in order to give parents the chance to react to teachers 

suggestions. Additionally, teachers offer office hours which either take place by individual 

appointment or regularly and are open for parents to come. 

2.1 Legal Regulations With Regard to Parent-Teacher Coopera-

tion and Conversations in Germany 

Cooperation between schools and parents / legal guardians is regulated in article 6 §2 and 

article 7 §1 of the “Basic Law for the Federal Republic of Germany” (1949). According to 

article 6 §2, “the care and upbringing of children is the natural right of parents and a duty 

primarily incumbent upon them”. In contrast, article 7 §1 states that “the entire school 

system shall be under the supervision of the state”. In 1972, the Federal Constitutional 

Court of Germany ruled that article 6 and 7 are of equal rank (Bundesverfassungsgericht, 

1972). Consequently, concerning the schooling of children, the spheres of responsibility of 

families and schools overlap and cooperation is imperative.  

Germany consists of 16 federal states. The implementation and elaboration of cooperation 

between families and school resides with the federal states since they have Bildungshoheit, 

i.e. control over the federal educational systems. The Kultusministerkonferenz (KMK) 7, a 

voluntary conference of the ministers of education and cultural affairs of the federal states, 

coordinates the education policy of the federal states. In 2004, the KMK declared parent-

teacher cooperation an integral part of teacher tasks in its standards for teacher education 

(Kultusministerkonferenz, 2003). Equally, the KMK declared that teacher education needs 

to prepare (pre-service) teachers for cooperation with parents and, in particular, for parent-

teacher conversations. However, the KMK only gives recommendations. It is the task of 

                                                 
7 Standing Conference of the Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs of the Länder in the Federal Repub-
lic of Germany 
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the federal states to translate these recommendations into federal state laws. Yet, as a con-

sequence of the KMK recommendations, today all federal states demand a close coopera-

tion between parents and teachers in their education acts (Textor, 2009). In the following, 

federal state regulations will be exemplified with Bavaria, Germany’s largest and second 

most populous federal state. Since federal state laws in Germany regarding parent-teacher 

cooperation and conversations differ with laws in Bavaria being comparatively restrictive, 

Textor (2009) is recommended for an overview of German federal state regulations with 

regard to parent-teacher cooperation in the other 15 federal states. 

The Bavarian constitution, article 126 §1 and article 130 §1, rules analogously to the 

“Basic Law for the Federal Republic of Germany” that the education of children is the 

natural right of their parents while the Bavarian school system is under the supervision of 

the state (Bayerische Staatsregierung, 1946). The legal basis of the Bavarian school system 

are the Bayerisches Gesetz über das Erziehungs- und Unterrichtswesen8 (BayEUG), the 

Dienstordnung für Lehrkräfte an staatlichen Schulen in Bayern (LDO)9 and the Schulord-

nung für die Gymnasien in Bayern (GSO)10. The BayEUG article 74 §1 rules that educa-

tion is a common task of school and legal guardians, which requires cooperation based on 

mutual trust (Bayerische Staatsregierung, 2000). This cooperation between families and 

schools is obligatory (BayEUG, 2000, art. 2 §3). According to §9a of the LDO, extra-

curricular official duties of teachers include the constant development of cooperation with 

parents (Bayerisches Staatsministerium für Unterricht, Kultus, Wissenschaft und Kunst, 

2008). Finally, the GSO §18 explicitly states that parent conference days and parent-

teacher conversations are particularly important for cooperation with legal guardians (Bay-

erische Staatsregierung, 2007). Thus, according to GSO §18, parent conference days are 

obligatory in every school year and for every teacher. Moreover, full-time teachers have to 

offer weekly office hours. In 2013, the Bavarian State Ministry for Education, Cultural 

Affairs, Science and Arts declared the encouragement of parent-teacher cooperation their 

official goal (Bayerisches Staatsministerium für Unterricht und Kultus, 2014).  

                                                 
8 Bavarian law on education and teaching 
9 Official regulations for teachers of Bavarian state schools 
10School regulations for secondary schools in Bavaria (there are analogous regulations for other types of 
schools)  
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2.2 Parent-Teacher Conversation Praxis  

This subchapter starts with a short analysis of the frequency of and satisfaction with par-

ent-teacher conversations in Germany in order to identify potential points for qualitative 

and quantitative improvements. Subsequently, a model that illustrates factors that influence 

the degree to which parent-teacher conversations take place is described to single out pos-

sibilities to increase the frequency of parent-teacher conversations. 

2.2.1 Frequency of and Contentment With Parent-Teacher Conversations 

Parent-teacher cooperation is an inherent part of school life in Germany. According to a 

Germany-wide, representative online survey11 that questioned 1976 teachers and parents, 

67.2% of parents reported to have had contact with the teachers of their children during the 

last year (Jäger-Flor & Jäger, 2009, p. 12). The most frequently used form of parent-

teacher cooperation is parent-teacher conversations. Nearly every teacher offers parent-

teacher conversations (Hertel, Bruder, Jude, & Steinert, 2013) on average 1.16 hours a 

week (Gartmeier, Gebhardt, & Dotger, in preparation) and 96% of German parents attend 

parent-teacher conversations either at parent-teacher conference days or individually dur-

ing the school year, according to the 2nd representative, Germany-wide JAKO-O study in 

which Killus and colleagues (2012) interviewed 3000 parents and teachers guided by com-

puter-based questionnaires12.  

Even though the large number of parent-teacher encounters is promising, parents complain 

that conversations are mostly initiated by them and that the vast majority of conversations 

are deficit-oriented and compelled because of school problems (Killus & Tillmann, 2012). 

Moreover, parents report that nearly half of the conversations do not contribute to changing 

the situation (Jäger-Flor & Jäger, 2009; Krumm, 1996). The atmosphere in parent-teacher 

conversations as well as the quality of parent-teacher relationships is generally considered 

acceptable to relatively good (Killus & Tillmann, 2012). Albeit, one third of parents feel 

that teachers are not sufficiently interested in their point of view, less than a half is com-

pletely satisfied with parent-teacher conversations and a significant number of conversa-

tions take a disagreeable course (Killus & Tillmann, 2012).  
                                                 
11 Response rate 57%. Parents from all societal subgroups were randomly included in the survey. Females 
answered the questionnaire more frequently than males: 62.3%. Persons with higher school-leaving qualifica-
tions answered more frequently than persons with lower school-leaving qualifications.  
12 Response rate was not reported. Participation was voluntary. Parents were phoned and questioned until the 
targeted sample of 3000 participants was completed. Parents with children required to attend any type of 
school from all societal subgroups all over Germany were randomly included in the survey. 
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The dissatisfaction with parent-teacher cooperation applies especially to Gymnasium13 

teachers. Several studies show that consulting services and parents’ satisfaction with par-

ent-teacher cooperation differs between school types with parents of Gymnasium students 

being the least content (Hertel et al., 2013; Killus & Tillmann, 2012).  

2.2.2  Supply-Demand Model of Parent-Teacher Conversations 

The last subchapter has shown that while a lot of parent-teacher conversations take place, 

they are mostly parent-initiated. Hertel and colleagues (2013) have developed and empiri-

cally validated a supply-demand model of parent-teacher conversations. This model might 

give suggestions on how to encourage teachers to be proactive and initiate more conversa-

tions with parents since it identifies factors which influence in how far teachers offer con-

versations and factors that influence to what degree parents embrace these offers.  

The empirical results of Hertel and colleagues (2013) indicate that the relative importance 

attributed to parent-teacher cooperation at a specific school, is a predictor for the amount 

of conversations offered by teachers. Equally, the structural resources of schools, such as 

whether a conference room for conversations with parents is available, and the type of 

school seem to play a role (Hertel et al., 2013). In contrast, the composition of the student 

body seems to play a minor role (Hertel et al., 2013). In addition to the structural and pro-

cess features on the school level, the individual features of teachers seem to be highly 

influential (Hertel et al., 2013). There is evidence suggesting that especially the perceived 

competence and the understanding of one’s teacher role have an impact on the extent to 

which teachers offer parent-teacher conversations (Hertel et al., 2013). Moreover, it is 

likely that the demand for parent-teacher conversations also influences the supply of par-

ent-teacher conversations. To what extent parents make use of parent-teacher conversa-

tions offers, depends on their socio-economic and migration background, as well as on the 

importance parents attribute to promoting their child (Hertel et al., 2013).  

The research findings presented in subchapter 2.2 indicate that there is already an active 

culture of parent-teacher conversations in Germany in which the majority of German par-

ents and teachers participate. However, there seem to be two points for improvement. First-

ly, parents are not sufficiently satisfied with the quality of parent-teacher conversations and 

secondly, complain that most parent-teacher conversations are parent-initiated (Killus 
                                                 
13 Secondary school that leads to the Abitur, highest German school-leaving qualification. For more infor-
mation about the German school system see: http://www.kmk.org/bildung-schule/allgemeine-
bildung/uebersicht-schulsystem.html.  
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& Tillmann, 2012). The supply-demand model of parent-teacher conversations by Hertel 

and colleagues (2013) suggests that the extent to which teachers offer parent-teacher con-

versations is especially influenced by the perceived competence of teachers regarding the 

conducting of parent-teacher conversations and the understanding of one’s teacher roles 

(Hertel et al., 2013). It is likely that the cornerstone for the understanding of one’s teacher 

role and the perceived competence with regard to conducting parent-teacher conversations 

is laid in teacher education. Moreover, teacher education probably also influences the qual-

ity of parent-teacher conversations. Therefore, the next chapter analyses in how far teacher 

education prepares teachers for conversations with parents in order to elicit possible rea-

sons for the suboptimal status quo of parent-teacher conversation practice and resulting 

possibilities for the optimization of teacher education regarding parent-teacher conversa-

tions.  

2.3 Preparation for Parent-Teacher Conversations in Teacher 

Training Programs 

A variety of German and international studies show that teachers are not adequately pre-

pared for conversations with parents (Dotger & Smith, 2009; Flanigan, 2005; Hertel, 2009; 

Hertel et al., 2014; Jäger-Flor & Jäger, 2009; Kempen, 2008; Markow & Pieters, 2010; 

Shartrand, Weiss, Kreider, & Lopez, 1997). According to Freyaldenhoven (2005), the 

reason why German teachers are inadequately prepared is that while parent-teacher coop-

eration is required by law (see chapter 2.1) - though only on a very general level - prepara-

tion for parent-teacher conversations is not prescribed legally. Correspondingly, analyses 

of teacher education curricula and teacher surveys reveal that competencies needed for 

conversations with parents are not systematically integrated into the first and / or second 

phase of German teacher education yet (Behr, 2005; Friedrich, 2002; Hertel et al., 2013). A 

coherent educational concept seems to be missing (Aich, 2011). Mostly, conversation 

techniques are only broadly addressed through general communication trainings and clas-

ses that are not fitted to parent-teacher conversations (Hertel, 2009). Furthermore, US 

studies show that if parent-teacher conversations are part of the curriculum, they are usual-

ly related to early childhood certification (Shartrand et al., 1997; Weiss, Lopez, & Rosen-

berg, 2010). Up to now, there are no German studies investigating this question. However, 

some studies indicate that Gymnasium teachers conduct less conversations with parents 

than primary school teachers and parents seem to be least satisfied with the cooperation 
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with Gymnasium teachers and most satisfied with the cooperation with primary school 

teachers (Hertel et al., 2013; Killus & Tillmann, 2012). This might indicate that either 

those persons who choose to study primary education are more aware of the relevance of 

parent-teacher conversations or that parent-teacher conversations are also predominantly 

taught in early childhood education in Germany. 

The insufficient incorporation of parent-teacher conversations into teacher education is 

reflected in teacher surveys. Most German teachers report that they feel inadequately pre-

pared for parent-teacher conversations by their education (Hertel, 2009; Hertel et al., 2014; 

Kempen, 2008; Wild, 2003). This holds true for teachers who only recently entered the 

profession as well as for teachers with a lot of professional experience (Freyaldenhoven, 

2005). In a teacher survey in 2009, 93% of teachers reported to be not adequately or rather 

not adequately prepared by their education for parent-teacher conversations (Hertel, 2009, 

p. 60). The following Figure 1 adapted from Hertel (2014), shows that the situation has not 

significantly improved during the last five years.  

 

Figure 1. Preparation for parent-teacher conversations by teacher education programs 

(adapted from Hertel, 2014, p. 1) 
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Nevertheless, some progress has been made during the last years. Firstly, the competence 

of teachers to communicate with parents has been identified as important and was incorpo-

rated into theoretical concepts of teachers’ professional knowledge, e.g. by Baumert & 

Kunter (2006). Subsequently, first models of communication competence needed for par-

ent-teacher conversations (Bruder, 2011; Hertel, 2009), training programs for promoting 

this competence (Aich, 2011; Gartmeier et al., 2015; Hertel, 2009) and instruments for 

diagnosing it (Bruder, 2011; Bruder, Keller, Klug, & Schmitz, 2011; Hertel, 2009) have 

been developed. With regard to this development, a study by Djakovic and Hertel (2013) is 

promising since it showed that trainings and actions taken to professionalize teachers in the 

area of cooperation with parents can improve self-assessed competence, knowledge and 

professional belief of teachers. In line with the depicted developments, Bruder, Klug, Her-

tel and Schmitz (2010) found that teachers with less job experience (in years) showed 

better results in counseling parents than teachers with more job experience. Bruder (2011) 

suggests as one possible explanation for this seemingly paradoxical phenomenon that the 

newer teacher generation might be better educated in counseling than teachers who have 

been working for a longer time. Her conclusion is supported by survey results of the same 

group of teachers. Those teachers who were in the practical phase of teacher education at 

the time of the survey, reported significantly higher amounts of preparation for parent-

teacher conversations than practicing teachers (Bruder, 2011).  

The progress with regard to the preparation of teachers for conversations with parents is 

particularly important since teachers report that conversations with parents is one of the 

most challenging and threatening aspects of their job (Johns, 1992; Lawrence-Lightfoot, 

2004; Markow & Pieters, 2010; Tacke, 1997). The strain and stress caused by parent-

teacher conversations can lead to decreased job satisfaction and appears to be a major pre-

dictor of teacher’s health (Unterbrink et al., 2008). An effective means to prevent negative 

effects of conversations with parents on teachers might be training for parent-teacher con-

versations. Hertel (2009) was able to show that a perceived high self-efficacy and level of 

competence regarding parent-teacher conversations are significantly negatively correlated 

to perceived strain, stress and burnout of teachers. Hertels results are consistent with the 

findings of a study by Friedmann (2003). He found that teachers who perceive themselves 

as highly self-efficient and competent with regard to their profession, are less vulnerable to 

burnout (Friedman, 2003). 
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The teachers themselves are also convinced that preparation for parent-teacher conversa-

tions can play a crucial role as a protection against being over challenged and for improv-

ing parent-teacher cooperation (Hitziger, 1987). Consequently, most teachers are interested 

in education and further education with regard to parent-teacher conversations (Hertel, 

2009; Wild, 2003). In the Germany-wide representative study by Jäger-Flor and Jäger, 

76% of teachers and parents demanded to qualify teachers for parent-teacher conversations 

(Jäger-Flor & Jäger, 2009, p. 24). 

With regard to the further incorporation of parent-teacher conversations into teacher educa-

tion, it is important to note that teacher education is situated between the poles of scientific 

and professional orientation (Prenzel, 2009). On the one hand, scientific orientation should 

be the aim of all university studies since it prepares students for life-long learning (Wissen-

schaftsrat, 2006). An evidence-based, academic preparation at universities is particularly 

important with regard to the not precisely predictable challenges teachers will meet in their 

future work-life (Prenzel, Reiss, & Seidel, 2011). On the other hand, students often cite a 

gap between teacher education and the real lives of teachers (Putnam & Borko, 2000; Ter-

hart, 2009). Thus, Prenzel and colleagues (2011) recommend that knowledge should be 

acquired contextualized, circumstanced and occupational whenever possible. Teacher stu-

dents need the chance to apply occupational knowledge, gather experiences, receive feed-

back and reflect in order to build up scripts and routines (Prenzel et al., 2011). Due to the 

importance of both scientific and professional orientation, Prenzel (2009) and Ruthemann 

(2004) demand a systematic combination of scientific and professional orientation. In order 

to meet this demand, there is a need for new, action-oriented teaching and assessment 

methods, which allow a transfer of theoretical knowledge into praxis and, in this way, help 

bridge the gap between teacher education and practice (Dotger, 2011a).  

The development of new methods for promoting and assessing parent-teacher conversa-

tions has to be constantly accompanied by research and evaluation (Caspe, Lopez, Chu, & 

Weiss, 2011). Evaluation provides information about how well prepared teachers are for 

parent-teacher conversations (Caspe et al., 2011). It allows singling out in which areas 

teachers are doing well and where teachers need further support (Spielberg, 2011). Moreo-

ver, evaluation makes it possible to identify promising training and assessment strategies 

and their impacts on teacher practices (Caspe et al., 2011). Empirically-based knowledge 

helps to refine curricula, training and assessment strategies and professional development 
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(Caspe et al., 2011; Weiss et al., 2010). To base teacher education consequently on re-

search findings can ensure its quality (Prenzel, 2013). 

2.4  Summary 

The focus of this dissertation is on formal, individual conversations between a teacher and 

one or two parents since those kind of parent-teacher conversations are often considered 

the heart of parent-teacher cooperation for the following reasons: they offer the chance to 

exchange relevant information about the student, to synchronize educational processes at 

school and at home and to inspire further forms of parent-teacher cooperation (Textor, 

2009). Parent-teacher cooperation and conversations are anchored in the national and fed-

eral constitutions. In line with legal postulates, there seems to be an active culture of par-

ent-teacher conversations in Germany in which the majority of German parents and 

teachers already participate (Killus & Tillmann, 2012). However, parents complain that 

parent-teacher conversations are mostly parent-initiated and that they are often not satisfied 

with the conversations and their outcome (Killus & Tillmann, 2012).  

The suboptimal status quo is particularly concerning since most researchers forecast that 

the need of parents for conversations with teachers will continue to rise due to societal 

changes and diversification of families (Bundesministerium für Familie, Senioren, Frauen 

und Jugend, 2010; Grewe, 2005; Jurczyk & Klinkhardt, 2014; Schnebel, 2007). These 

transformational processes will also make parent-teacher conversations more difficult 

(Wippermann, Wippermann, & Kirchner, 2013). Teachers already report that relationships 

with parents are progressively strained and conflicts rise (Wippermann et al., 2013). This 

tendency will probably continue since parents increasingly have the impression that educa-

tion plays a crucial role for success in life and they feel under pressure to support their 

children to succeed in school evermore (Wippermann et al., 2013). As a result, the profes-

sional role of teachers is changing (Hertel, 2009; Wippermann et al., 2013). Future teach-

ers will have to deal more often with parents under more difficult circumstances.  

The supply-demand model of parent-teacher conversations by Hertel and colleagues (2013) 

suggests that the extent to which teachers offer parent-teacher conversations is especially 

influenced by the perceived competence of teachers regarding the conducting of parent-

teacher conversations and the understanding of one’s teacher roles (Hertel et al., 2013). It 

is likely that the cornerstone for the understanding of one’s teacher role and the perceived 

competence with regard to conducting parent-teacher conversations is laid in teacher edu-
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cation. Moreover, teacher education probably also influences the quality of parent-teacher 

conversations. Consequently, teachers have to learn about the importance of cooperation 

and need to be well-prepared for parent-teacher conversations by their education. Well-

trained teachers can enhance motivation for and success of parent-teacher conversations 

(Anderson & Minke, 2007).  

However, analyses of teacher education and teacher surveys indicate that German teachers 

are not yet sufficiently prepared for conversations with parents (e.g., Aich, 2011; Hertel, 

2009; Hertel et al., 2013; Kempen, 2008). Still, in recent years, some progress has been 

made regarding the integration of parent-teacher conversations into teacher education. The 

competence to communicate with parents was incorporated into theoretical models of pro-

fessional knowledge of teachers (Baumert & Kunter, 2006). Subsequently, first models of 

communication competence in parent-teacher conversations (e.g., Bruder, 2011), trainings 

for promoting this competence (Aich, 2011; Gartmeier et al., 2015; Hertel, 2009) and di-

agnostic tools for assessing it have been developed (e.g., Hertel, 2009). The progress made 

is particularly important because conversations with parents are a major source of stress 

and strain for teachers (Unterbrink et al., 2008) and preparation for conversations with 

parents can prevent negative effects on teachers (Hertel, 2009). Consequently, teachers 

perceive preparation for parent-teacher conversations as beneficial (Hitziger, 1987) and 

demand a stronger integration into teacher education and further education (Jäger-Flor 

& Jäger, 2009).  

With regard to the future incorporation of parent-teacher conversations into teacher educa-

tion, it is important to take into account that teacher education is situated between the poles 

of scientific and professional orientation (Prenzel, 2009). In order to meet the demands of 

both scientific and professional orientation, new teaching and assessment methods that can 

bridge the gap between theory and practice are needed (Dotger, 2011). The development 

and implementation of these methods need to be constantly accompanied by research and 

evaluation in order to validate if they are successful and to find out whether or in which 

areas (pre-service) teachers are already equipped with the necessary competencies for 

conversations with parents and where further training is needed (Caspe et al., 2011). Such 

an empirically-based, continuous development of teacher education can ensure its quality 

(Prenzel, 2013).  

The findings presented in chapter 2 stress the need for a stronger integration of parent-

teacher conversations into teacher education in order to improve the quality of parent-



2 Parent-Teacher Conversations as a Central Component of Parent-Teacher Cooperation 

 
21 

teacher conversations and to encourage teachers to be proactive and initiate more conversa-

tions with parents. With regard to this stronger integration, there is need for assessment 

methods that can bridge the gap between theory and practice and provide information 

about the effectiveness of corresponding training programs developed in the past years, as 

well as about the readiness of teachers to conduct parent-teacher conversations and about 

starting points for further learning. Simulated conversations are an assessment method 

which possesses the potential to bridge the gap between theory and practice and provide 

the necessary information. Consequently, the aim of this dissertation is to develop simulat-

ed parent-teacher conversations. Since the development and implementation of new meth-

ods needs to be constantly accompanied by research and evaluation in order to ensure the 

future quality of teacher education, the newly-developed simulated parent-teacher conver-

sations will be evaluated in the empirical part. In order to evaluate methods and measure 

competencies, a precise definition of the construct to measure is necessary (Koeppen, Har-

tig, Klieme, & Leutner, 2008; Maag Merki & Werner, 2011). Therefore, chapter 3 discuss-

es what constitutes a teacher’s communication competence in conversations with parents.  
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3 Teacher Competencies for Successful Conversations 

With Parents 

Chapter 1 has shown that parent-teacher cooperation and conversations can positively 

impact student development and school success. Chapter 2 has highlighted the need for a 

stronger integration of parent-teacher conversations into teacher education and for methods 

that can assess the competence of teachers to communicate with parents in order to evalu-

ate whether preparation for parent-teacher conversations through teacher education is suc-

cessful. Developing and evaluating instruments to measure a teacher’s competence to 

communicate with parents requires firstly an understanding of what constitutes a teacher’s 

competence to successfully communicate with parents. In order to elaborate what consti-

tutes this competence, at the start of this chapter, a general definition of communication 

competence is provided. In a second step, this definition is narrowed down to parent-

teacher conversations since competencies have to be defined context-specifically in order 

to make them measurable. Finally, the Munich Model of Communication Competence in 

Parent-Teacher Conversation is discussed, which serves as a theoretical basis for this dis-

sertation. 

3.1  Definition of Communication Competence 

This subchapter starts with a definition of the term communication. Subsequently, to em-

bed parent-teacher conversations into theory and research on communication, an overview 

of influential communication theories from the educational field in which this dissertation 

is located follows. Since parent-teacher conversations can be regarded as expert-layperson 

conversations, the focus is on research on expert-layperson communication in particular. 

Two prominent approaches to expert-layperson conversations are presented: expertise 

research by Bromme, Jucks and Rambow (2004) and the Client-Centered Therapy by Rog-

ers (1951). Additionally, the script-based learning theory by Schank & Abelson (1977) is 

introduced since it has also been applied in the context of expert-layman conversations, 

e.g. with regard to structuring physician-patient conversations (Bieber, 2007). From these 

three approaches, important features and aspects of communication competence can be 

deduced which have been integrated into the Munich Model of Communication Compe-

tence in Parent-Teacher Conversation, the theoretical foundation of this dissertation. Sub-
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sequently, the term competence is discussed to then combine the two terms communication 

and competence. The combination of the two terms highlights that communication compe-

tence is not definable per se but needs to be defined context-specifically. Consequently, the 

second half of the chapter is dedicated to defining communication competence for conduct-

ing parent-teacher conversations. 

3.1.1 Communication 

The term communication stems etymologically from Latin communicatio which is the 

noun of action from the past participle stem of communicare which means share, divide 

out, communicate, impart, inform, join, unite, participate in (Harper, 2014, 

pp. communication). Today in the use of language in everyday life, communication stands 

for “the act or process of using words, sounds, signs, or behaviors to express or exchange 

information or to express your ideas, thoughts, feelings etc., to someone else” (Merriam-

Webster, 2014, pp. communication). With regard to scientific language usage, there is no 

commonly agreed on definition of communication (Bentele, Brosius, & Jarren, 2006). The 

language and communication scientist, Merten, found 160 scientific definitions of commu-

nication with common and different features (Merten, 1977). 

The variety of meanings of the term communication might be due to the fact that commu-

nication is an interdisciplinary research topic. The International Encyclopedia of Commu-

nication is currently the most comprehensive work about communication with 

contributions of more than 1100 international scholars (Donsbach, 2008). In its introduc-

tion, Donsbach (2008) states that communication is anything but a clearly defined field, it 

is interdisciplinary and quickly transforming. Communication is a major research and 

study topic in a vast number of disciplines ranging from politics over biology, technology 

and media studies to linguistics, psychology and education (Donsbach, 2008). For a com-

plete overview of disciplines dealing with communication and a history on the research 

about communication see Donsbach (2008). 

Since this dissertation is located in the educational context, the focus in the succeeding 

section is on selected communication theories that have influenced the discourse about 

communication in this field. Mathematical-technical communication models, like the one 

by Shannon and Weaver (1949), which explain the technical aspects of the transmittal 

process inspired the discourse on communication in the 1950s. From a pedagogical, social-

scientific perspective these models were dissatisfying in the long run because they could 
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only explain the purely technical side of transmission processes. Consequently, subsequent 

researchers focused more on communication in the sense of spoken language (Schäfer, 

2005). Prominent examples are the Speech Act Theory by Austin (1962) and Searle (Searle, 

1962), which is concerned with the ways in which words can be used not only to present 

information but also to carry out actions, or the Theory of Communicative Action by Ha-

bermas (1984) that assumes that the linguistic structures of communication can help to 

establish a normative understanding of society. A very influential analysis was the Interac-

tional View presented by Paul Watzlawick and his colleagues in the late 1960s 

(Watzlawick, Beavin, & Jackson, 2011). Drawing from the cybernetic tradition, 

Watzlawick and colleagues (2011) take into account that communication is a cyclic-

bidirectional exchange process and highlight that both the content and the relationship 

level are important in conversations.  

In his Client-Centered Therapy approach, Carl Rogers (1951) also highlights the im-

portance of the relationship level but with regard to professional contexts. From the 1980s 

up until today, professional communication between experts and laypersons has increas-

ingly become a focus of research within the scope of expertise research (Aich, 2011). Ex-

pertise research investigates the relationship between two conversational partners and the 

resulting requirements regarding conversations and is, thus, particularly interesting from a 

pedagogical perspective. Parent-teacher conversations can be regarded as expert-layman 

conversations and fall into the category of professional communication. Therefore, selected 

research findings about professional communication and expert-layman conversations are 

regarded in more detail in the following. See Schäfer (2005) for a more in-depth discussion 

of the history of research about communication in education and psychology in general and 

on current developments in particular (e.g. the influence of mass media on communica-

tion). 

3.1.2  Communication Between Experts and Laypersons 

Professionalizing experts, e.g. physicians, jurists, scientists, repairmen or teachers, for 

communication with laypersons, such as patients, clients, the public, customers or parents, 

is a central objective of expertise research (Stadtler, 2009). Bromme, Jucks and Rambow 

(2003) define experts as persons who can rely on a long education and job experience to 

solve complex problems. Laypersons are persons who do not have a systematic education 

regarding the focused knowledge domain (Bromme et al., 2003). There are three reasons 
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why expert-layman conversations are challenging. Firstly, they are characterized by a sys-

tematic knowledge asymmetry (Bromme et al., 2004). Thus, when communicating with 

laypersons, experts have to unzip their expert knowledge and rephrase it in everyday lan-

guage (Bromme et al., 2004). Secondly, experts and laypersons have systematically differ-

ent perspectives regarding this knowledge due to their different cognitive frames of 

reference (Jucks, 2001). In order to deal with this challenge, experts have to anticipate the 

layman perspective and adapt their communication to this anticipated perspective 

(Bromme et al., 2004). Anticipating what laypersons know is particularly challenging if the 

content of the conversation is located at the border of common and expert knowledge 

(Bromme et al., 2003) as it is often the case in parent-teacher conversations. What further 

complicates the anticipation process for experts is that lines between scientific and com-

mon knowledge are increasingly blurred due to the expansion of the internet. Thirdly, 

experts have to recognize that while they are experts with regard to the topic, the layperson 

is the expert for the problem, its specific context and the desired characteristics of the solu-

tion (Honal & Schlegel, 2002). This applies particularly to parent-teacher conversations 

since the teacher may be the expert for educational processes, but the parents are also ex-

perts in so far that they possess considerable knowledge about their child. What is further 

characteristic for parent-teacher conversations in comparison to other expert-layperson 

conversations is that the reasons for and the consequences of the conversation possibly 

affect both conversational partners and the expert more than in other expert-layman con-

versations.  

Drawing on the psycho-linguistic communication theory of Herbert Clark (1996), (expert-

layman) communication can be described as the trial to make two individual, cognitive 

frames of reference coincide sufficiently for establishing an adequate common ground that 

allows reaching the specific goal of the conversation (Bromme et al., 2004). Both conver-

sational partners contribute information in order to enhance the common ground step by 

step (Bromme et al., 2004). Several grounding techniques enable the conversational part-

ners to ensure if and in how far certain information is already part of the common ground 

(Bromme et al., 2004). Grounding techniques are, e.g., nonverbal signals or verbal agree-

ment or disagreement (Bromme et al., 2004). In order to prepare experts for conversations 

with laypersons, it is important to teach them techniques for reaching common ground and 

to make them aware of the challenges of expert-layman conversations. 
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The second expert-layman approach presented here, the Client-Centered Therapy by Rog-

ers (1951), aims at preparing professional counselors for conversations with their clients. 

The central ideas of the Client-Centered Therapy are that the climate of the conversation is 

essential for a positive outcome and that this climate is created by the therapist’s attitude 

and behavior towards the patient (Rogers, 1951). Rogers (1951) specified three interde-

pendent conditions which are essential for a positive conversation climate:  

1) Congruence: counselors have to transparently and authentically relate to clients 

without hiding behind a professional or personal façade. 

2) Unconditional positive regard: counselors should offer unconditional acceptance 

for their clients without conveying disapproving feelings or actions; they should lis-

ten attentively and without interrupting, judging or giving advice. 

3) Empathy: counselors should try to understand and appreciate the perspective of 

their clients. 

Although the Client-Centered Therapy has been criticized by psychoanalysts for providing 

a conditional relationship and by behaviorists for lacking structure (Prochaska & Norcross, 

2010), it continues to be one of the predominant and empirically well validated approaches 

which contributes to a positive outcome of expert-layman conversations (Aich, 2011).  

Script-based theory is a general approach to communication which has recently been ap-

plied for the specific purpose to train experts for communicating with laypersons. The term 

script was introduced by the American linguists Schank and Abelson (1977). A behavioral 

script is a sequence of expected behaviors for a given situation (Schank & Abelson, 1977). 

Up to 70% of adult communication is routinized and formulaic (Berger, 2008, p. 2483). 

With regard to this result, competent communicators may be those who, in a given situa-

tion, have rapid access to an effective and socially appropriate script that allows them to 

achieve their conversation goal (Berger, 2008). Therefore, in some disciplines like the 

medical domain, the idea emerged to make use of scripts with regard to expert-layperson 

conversations by teaching conversational scripts for frequent conversation types, such as 

shared decision-making with patients (Bieber, 2007).   

From the three approaches to (expert-layperson) conversations presented above, three 

important features and aspects of communication competence can be deduced that are the 

basis of the Munich Model of Communication Competence in Parent-Teacher Conversa-

tions. Firstly, a conversation should contain a certain structure or sequence of expected 

behaviors which can be described in scripts. Secondly, for a positive outcome of a conver-
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sation, it is decisive to establish a good relationship to the conversational partner by behav-

ing congruently and showing unconditional regard and empathy. Thirdly, in order to solve 

a problem and reach a conversation goal, it is important to establish common ground, e.g. 

by using grounding techniques.  

Every act of communication is open to evaluations of its quality and this quality usually 

matters for a real word outcome (Spitzberg, 2008). Therefore, a precise definition of com-

munication competence is tantamount to every theory of communication (Spitzberg, 2008). 

Thus, in the following, what constitutes a competence in general and communication com-

petence in parent-teacher conversations in particular, is discussed in more detail.  

3.1.3  Competence 

The term competence is frequently used in everyday language. Normally, it is used to indi-

cate that a person is able to do something well (Merriam-Webster, 2014, pp. competence). 

In addition, it is used to express that a person or institution has the authority to do some-

thing or is responsible for something (Dudenverlag, 2014, pp. Kompetenz). Etymological-

ly, competence comes from Latin competentia which means meeting together, agreement 

or symmetry (Harper, 2014, pp. Kompetenz). Weinert (2001) concludes that we know in 

general what the terms competence, competent behavior or competent person mean in 

everyday language, without being able to precisely define or clearly differentiate them. 

In linguistics, pertaining to communication, the definition of competence by Noam Chom-

sky is widespread (Chomsky, 2006). Chomsky makes a distinction between competence, 

the system of linguistic knowledge possessed by speakers of a language, and performance, 

the way the language system is used in communication (Chomsky, 2006). In scientific 

language usage in the educational sciences, competence is a very popular term, especially 

since the inception of PISA (Prenzel et al., 2007). This is mirrored in the findings by 

Weinert (2001), who found 654 different key competencies in the literature on education 

and further education. There are different approaches to categorize these (key) competen-

cies. Erpenbeck and von Rosenstiel (2003), for example, classify competencies into per-

sonal, action-oriented, subject-specific / methodical and social-communicative 

competencies. However, Erpenbeck and von Rosenstiel (2003) as well as a variety of other 

researchers come to the conclusion that the term competence is neither well-defined nor 

used consistently (Frey & Balzer, 2005; Hartig, 2008; Weinert, 2001).  
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In an overview article, Weinert (2001) depicts the wide range of meaning of the term com-

petence. According to his analysis, the meaning of competence ranges from innate person-

ality characteristics and motivational orientations over acquired domain-specific strategies, 

to comprehensive action ability for a profession, overarching key competencies and meta-

competencies (Weinert, 2001). Based on his analysis, Weinert developed a frequently cited 

definition of competencies: “Competencies are the readily available or learnable cognitive 

abilities and skills which are needed for solving problems as well as the associated motiva-

tional, volitional and social capabilities and skills which are in turn necessary for success-

ful and responsible problem solving in variable situations” (Weinert, 2001, p. 45). 

Furthermore, Weinert points out that competencies, meta-competencies and key competen-

cies should be differentiated through a precise use of terminology. A competence should 

only be referred to as a key competence if it helps to solve a variety of different, equivalent 

requirements in one’s private as well as professional life (Weinert, 2001). According to 

Weinert’s definition (2001), communication competence can be considered a key compe-

tence since it helps to fulfill equivalent requirements in different areas of life. For a more 

detailed discussion of the term competence and a demarcation from other terms, such as 

feature, characteristic or ability, see Erpenbeck and von Rosenstiel (2003), Klieme and 

Hartig (2007) or Weinert (2001). 

Weinert’s definition enables grasping of the concept competence. However, competencies 

are acquired and displayed in relevant, domain-specific situations (Koeppen et al., 2008). 

Therefore, Hartig (2008) states that a universal definition of competence, which fulfills 

scientific criteria, is unrealistic due to the variety of meanings of competence. In line with 

Hartig, most researchers agree that competence(s) should not be defined per se but regard-

ing concrete contexts and requirements (Strasser & Gruber, 2008; Wollert, 1997). For 

answering empirical research questions and measuring competencies precisely, context-

specific definitions of competencies are vital (Erpenbeck & von Rosenstiel, 2003; Hartig & 

Klieme, 2006). A precise, context-specific theoretical modeling helps to ensure that com-

petencies are operationalized adequately, that different studies can be compared and that 

results of studies can be interpreted appropriately (Jahn, 2014).  

Regarding the theoretical modeling of competencies, three types of competence models 

can be distinguished: models of competence structure, models of competence levels and 

models of competence development (Hartig & Klieme, 2006; Koeppen et al., 2008). Mod-

els of competence structures deal with the relations between performances in different 
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contexts and seek to identify common underlying dimensions (Koeppen et al., 2008). 

These models can explain performance in specific domains in terms of underlying basic 

abilities (Koeppen et al., 2008). Models of competence levels define the specific situational 

demands that can be mastered by individuals with certain levels of competencies (Koeppen 

et al., 2008). Models of competence development address how competence development 

takes place, e.g. whether it is continuous or not (Koeppen et al., 2008). While the three 

models relate to different aspects of competence constructs, they are not mutually exclu-

sive but ideally complementary (Koeppen et al., 2008).  

When developing competence definitions or models, it is important to contextualize them 

adequately and to differentiate the structure of a competence (Hartig, 2008). Moreover, if 

applicable, it can be helpful for the following measurement process to determine compe-

tence levels and / or to describe the competence development process. Models that identify 

the structure and the relations between different competence facets allow for a more valid 

diagnosis of competencies (Franke, 2005). With regard to the crucial role of the context, it 

is important to determine how narrowly the context should be defined (Jahn, 2014). Very 

broad as well as very narrow definitions of the context can result in a loss of value of a 

competence definition from a scientific perspective (Hartig, 2008). If the context is defined 

too broadly, the demarcation to other, more general constructs is blurred (Hartig, 2008). 

This hinders the development of instruments that can measure a certain competence (Har-

tig, 2008). A limitation of the context of the competence leads to an increase in precision 

and validity (Hartig, 2008). A specific context also provides hints regarding the operation-

alization of the construct (Klieme & Hartig, 2007). For example, it is possible to deduce 

possible test contents from relevant contexts (Klieme & Hartig, 2007). However, if the 

context is restrained too much, isolated skills or knowledge might be interpreted as compe-

tencies (Hartig, 2008). These would not comply with the high degree of complexity com-

petencies are characterized by (Weinert, 2001).  

Contextualizing competencies has the advantage that their praxis relevance is ensured. This 

complies with demands for a professional orientation of teacher education (cf. chapter 2.3). 

Yet, contextualization also implies that competencies are context / domain-specific and, 

consequently, definitions of competencies do not have universal validity (Hartig, 2008). 

Still, even though competencies are context- and / or domain-specific, they might be trans-

ferable to similar situations (Hartig & Klieme, 2006). However, their validity has to be 

reassessed for every new application context (Hartig, 2008).  
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3.1.4 Communication Competence  

As other competencies, communication competence is not a generalized skill but specific 

to different kinds of communication goals and situations (Berger, 2008). Therefore, com-

munication competence should be viewed as a theoretical term or domain of study rather 

than a single theoretical concept (Greene & Burleson, 2003). According to Berger (2008) 

and Spitzberg (2008), communication competence refers to the degree to which individuals 

are able to achieve their goals through communication (effectiveness) and the extent to 

which goal achievement is accomplished in an appropriate manner in a given context and 

culture (social appropriateness). Additionally, efficiency, e.g. how quickly a person reach-

es a certain goal, is often considered a component of communication competence (Berger, 

2008). Berger’s (2008) and Spitzberg’s (2008) definition highlight the importance of con-

text for communication competence. For the future and in order to measure certain types of 

communication competence, they demand the development of more specific definitions of 

communication competencies that take into account context and goals (Berger, 2008; 

Spitzberg, 2008). Considering this demand, in the next part four models that have recently 

been developed for describing the specific competencies teachers and school counselors 

need for successfully conducting different types of conversations with parents are present-

ed. 

3.2  Communication Competence in Parent-Teacher Conversa-

tions 

Theory and research on the competence to communicate with parents are rare (Bruder, 

2011). In particular, there is a lack of theoretically based, context-specific and empirically 

validated definitions and models of communication competence in parent-teacher conver-

sations which are needed as a basis for the development of trainings and measurement 

instruments (Bruder, 2011; Hertel, 2009; Strasser & Gruber, 2008). This lack applies to the 

competencies of teachers as well as to the competencies of school counselors and psy-

chologists (Strasser & Gruber, 2008). There are four exceptions, however, that model 

communication competence in parent-teacher conversations context-specific: the Gmuen-

der Gespraechsmodell by Aich (2011), a definition of school counsellors’ competence to 

communicate with parents by Strasser and Gruber (2008), a model of counseling compe-

tence in parent-teacher conversations regarding learning which was developed by Hertel 
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(2009) and refined by Bruder (2011) and the Munich Model of Communication Compe-

tence in Parent-Teacher Conversation by Gartmeier, Bauer, Fischer, Karsten and Prenzel 

(2011). There is some empirical evidence for the last three models. All four models are 

shortly presented and discussed in the following.  

3.2.1  “Gmuender Gespraechsmodell” for Parent-Teacher Conferences 

One of the few models that are explicitly tailored to teachers’ competence to communicate 

with parents is the Gmuender Gespraechsmodell for Teachers to Improve their Communi-

cation Skills in Parent-Teacher Conferences14 by Aich (2011). Based on Rogers’ Client-

Centered Therapy (1951) and the Transaction Analysis by Berne (2002), he has developed 

a process model which singles out seven process stages teachers should try to conduct in 

parent-teacher conversations (Aich, 2011, p. 73). According to the model, the first step in a 

conversation should be starting the conversation by showing unconditional positive regard 

and by offering a symmetric relationship, for example (Aich, 2011). Further steps, such as 

offering subject-specific input or a joint rating of possible solutions, follow (Aich, 2011). 

The last step is to end the conversation with a concrete agreement (Aich, 2011). Aich’s 

model has the advantage that it is specifically contextualized for parent-teacher conversa-

tions. However, there is no empirical evidence for the model, yet (G. Aich, personal com-

munication, September 12, 2014). 

3.2.2  School Counselors’ Competence to Communicate With Parents  

Drawing on expertise research, Strasser and Gruber (2008) single out three aspects of 

counseling competence: 1) information processing, e.g. how much relative importance is 

attributed to different sources of information, 2) formation of hypotheses and judgment, 

e.g. at which point in time hypotheses are formulated and 3) problem representation, e.g. 

how comprehensively the problem is captured (Strasser & Gruber, 2008). However, 

Strasser and Gruber (2008) do not focus on teachers but on school counselors and child 

guidance officers. They collected empirical evidence for their definition through a compar-

ison of the competencies of experts (child guidance officers) and novices (school counse-

lors) (Strasser & Gruber, 2008) according to the standard paradigm of expertise research 

(Ericsson, Charness, Feltovich, & Hoffman, 2006). Strasser and Gruber (2008) consider 

child guidance officers experts because it is their main task to council parents and, in con-
                                                 
14 Translation by Aich (personal communication, September 12, 2014) 
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trast, only one of many tasks of school counselors. Additionally, child guidance counselors 

receive a more intense education. In their analysis, Strasser and Gruber (2008) find that 

expert counselors and novice counselors differ regarding the processing of information and 

the quality of the solution. Moreover, they report that experts proceed more systematically 

and goal-oriented than novices (Strasser & Gruber, 2008). 

3.2.3 Counseling Competence in Parent-Teacher Conversations Regarding 

Learning  

Hertel (2009) integrates the results of Strasser and Gruber (2008) as well as several theo-

retical approaches to counseling, such as the one from Schwarzer and Buchwald (2006), 

into a model of parent counseling competence for teachers. In order to ensure that the 

competence is conceptualized context- and domain-specific, she narrows the context down 

to counseling parents with respect to learning difficulties and strategies (Hertel, 2009). She 

differentiates the following five facets of counseling competence: 1) personal resources, 2) 

social collaboration, 3) counseling skills and pedagogical skills, 4) process skills and 5) 

coping (Hertel, 2009, p. 255). Based on this theoretical model, Hertel (2009) designed 

instruments for diagnosing the counseling competence of (pre-service) teachers in parent-

teacher conversations regarding learning, such as a coding manual for written work-

samples, a knowledge test, questionnaires for peer and observer ratings in role-plays and 

self-assessment questionnaires. In order to verify whether the internal structure of her data 

corresponded to the underlying theoretical model, she conducted confirmatory factor anal-

yses (Hertel, 2009). However, those could not confirm the proposed five-dimensional 

structure of the model (Hertel, 2009). Nevertheless, Hertel (2009) found that a multidimen-

sional model of counseling competence represents her data better than a one-dimensional 

model. She suggests that counseling competence consists of two or three competence fac-

ets and recommends further research regarding these facets and their interdependences 

(Hertel, 2009).  

Based on the results of Hertel (2009) and a literature review regarding key aspects of coun-

seling, Bruder and colleagues (2010) presented a modified model of teachers’ counseling 

competence for conversations with parents. Just as Hertel does, Bruder and colleagues 

(2010) narrow the context down to conversations regarding learning difficulties and strate-

gies. In a first step, Bruder (2011) investigates the modified, but still five-dimensional 

model with confirmatory factor analyses based on data collected with case scenarios and 
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self-assessment questionnaires. Similar to Hertel (2009), Bruder finds that a five-

dimensional structure does not fit the data adequately (Bruder, 2011). Subsequently, 

Bruder (2011) suggests the following four-dimensional model: 1) counseling skills, 2) 

diagnostic / pedagogical skills, 3) collaboration / perspective taking, and 4) coping. Bruder 

(2011) calculated a structural equation model that shows that counseling competence con-

cerning learning skills can be modelled by these four dimensions. However, the latent 

variable counseling competence had only moderate loadings on the subscales (Bruder, 

2011). This applied especially to coping and counseling skills (Bruder, 2011). Still, Bruder 

(2011) concludes that her empirically validated construct can define teachers’ counseling 

competence regarding conversations with parents about learning difficulties and strategies. 

As further evidence for the model, Bruder (2011) found that teachers in the practical phase 

of their education and practicing teachers had higher levels of counselling competence, as 

defined by the model, than teachers in the first phase of their education.  

3.2.4 The Munich Model of Communication Competence in Parent-

Teacher Conversation 

The Munich Model of Communication Competence in Parent-Teacher Conversation is 

aimed at theoretically modeling the communication competence of teachers in formal con-

versations with one or both parents (Gartmeier et al., 2011). Gartmeier and colleagues 

(2011) conceptualize communication competence as a hierarchical and multidimensional 

construct that manifests differently in specific communication situations. Conversation 

types that occur frequently in the professional life of teachers are: (1) consulting / shared 

decision making, (2) conflict situations / handling complaints and (3) breaking bad news 

(Gartmeier et al., 2011).  

The Munich Model of Communication Competence in Parent-Teacher Conversations is a 

topological model that aims at describing typical types of parent-teacher conversations in 

order to single out corresponding competencies needed for successfully managing these 

conversations. With regard to this, the model is subdivided into three competence facets 

that the authors consider as critical for the successful outcome of parent-teacher conversa-

tions: (1) establishing a positive interpersonal relationship with the conversational partner, 

(2) cooperative problem solving during the course of the conversation, and (3) transparent 

and adequate structuring of the conversation (Gartmeier et al., 2011). The model is dis-
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as the first step for cooperative problem solving. Once a sufficient common ground is es-

tablished, joint objectives should be agreed on and the problem solving process should be 

oriented towards these shared objectives (Bromme et al., 2004). Finally, it is important to 

give short intermediate summaries of the problem solving process (Allhoff & Allhoff, 

2006) and to come to a concrete agreement (Jensen & Jensen, 2008). 

The third competence facet is directed at structuring the conversation transparently and 

adequately (Gartmeier et al., 2011). Regarding the structuring process, it is important to 

ensure a comprehensible order of the different conversational phases as well as adequate 

transitions between two conversational phases (Gartmeier et al., 2011). Via metacommuni-

cation, the teacher should make the sense and the purpose of the different conversational 

phases and the transitions transparent to the parent (Gartmeier et al., 2011). Metacommu-

nication are, e.g., advanced organizers or summaries. The structure of a conversation 

should also contain the most important problem solving steps outlined when explaining the 

problem solving competence facet (Gartmeier et al., 2011). While the focus of the compe-

tence facet problem solving is more on the quality of the different problem solving steps, 

the competence facet structuring the conversation focusses more on an adequate sequence 

of conversation phases and their transparency for the conversational partner (Gartmeier et 

al., 2011). Scripts for typical situations can be helpful for ensuring an adequate sequence of 

conversational phases as well as transitions between different phases (Gartmeier et al., 

2011).  

The Munich Model of Communication Competence in Parent-Teacher Conversation has 

four advantages. First of all, it is theoretically founded in research about expert-layperson 

conversations. The competence facet, interpersonal relationship, takes into account the 

importance of a good interpersonal relationship between experts and laypersons as stated 

by Rogers (1951). The competence facet, problem solving, highlights the importance of the 

creation of common ground as stated by representatives of expertise research, such as 

Bromme and colleagues (2004). The last competence facet, structuring the conversation, 

pays tribute to the fact that most conversations are routinized (Berger, 2008) and draws 

from the advantages of scripts (Gartmeier et al., 2011). It foregrounds the importance of a 

coherent and transparent conversational structure.  

The model is not only theoretically founded but also takes into account context and praxis 

requirements, e.g. frequent types of parent-teacher conversations. Thus, its second ad-
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vantage is that it complies with the demands of Prenzel (2009) for a scientific as well as a 

professional orientation of teacher education. 

A third advantage of the Munich Model of Communication Competence in Parent-Teacher 

Conversation is that it is subdivided into competence facets as postulated by Franke 

(2005), to diagnose competencies in a more valid way. Moreover, it has three competence 

facets and, thus, ties in with the research findings by Hertel (2009), which suggest that the 

competence of teachers to communicate with parents is two- or three-dimensional. In a 

confirmatory factor analysis with observer ratings of the performance of 96 pre-service 

teachers and 72 pre-service physicians in simulated conversations, Gartmeier and col-

leagues (2015) were able to confirm the theoretically assumed structure of the model 

across two domains in which expert-layperson conversations are vital. They modelled 

general communicative competence as a second order factor and the three competence 

facets which are structuring, problem solving and establishing a relationship as first order 

factors (Gartmeier et al., 2015). This hierarchical model showed an acceptable fit 

(χ2(24) = 48.88, p = .002, RMSEA = .079, CFI = .965, SRMR = .056) (Gartmeier et al., 

2015). The three first order factors had substantial factor loadings on general communica-

tion competence (structuring the communication λ = .83, problem solving λ = .59, interper-

sonal relationship λ = .67) (Gartmeier et al., 2015). The composite reliabilities were ρ = .87 

for structuring the communication, ρ = .83 for problem solving, ρ = .82 for interpersonal 

relationship and ρ = .71 for general communication competence (Gartmeier et al., 2015). 

However, this finding needs to be replicated with a pre-service teacher sample only. A 

second finding by Gartmeier and colleagues (2015) was that pre-service teachers / physi-

cians that had participated in a communication training on parent-teacher / physician-

patient conversations had higher levels of communication competence as defined by the 

Munich Model of Communication Competence than a control group. 

The fourth advantage of the model is that it is tailored specifically for parent-teacher con-

versations and thus, takes into account the importance of context. Still while being context-

specific, the context is formulated more broadly than in Hertel’s (2009) or Bruder’s (2011) 

models. Nevertheless, it integrates all aspects of their models as displayed in Table 1.  
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Table 1 

Allocation of the competence facets of the models by Hertel (2009) and Bruder (2011) to 

the competence facets of the Munich Model of Communication Competence in Parent-

Teacher Conversations 

Gartmeier and 

colleagues  

Interpersonal               

relationship 

Problem solving Structuring the 

conversation 

Bruder Collaboration / perspec-

tive taking 

(cooperative actions, per-

spective taking/ resources 

orientation) 

Coping                       

(coping with criticism, 

dealing with difficult situa-

tions) 

Counselling skills 

(active listening) 

Diagnostic / pedagogi-

cal skills  

(defining the problem, 

strategy, knowledge   

and goal orientation) 

Counseling skills  

(structuring and 

paraphrasing) 

Hertel  Social collaboration  

(cooperative behavior) 

Coping                               

(coping with criticism, 

dealing with difficult situa-

tions) 

Pedagogical skills 

Process skills   

(knowledge and adap-

tion of strategies) 

Counseling skills 

Personal resources  

(task-monitoring) 

Process skills 

(knowledge and 

adaption of strate-

gies) 

 

The broader formulation of the Munich Model of Communication Competence in Parent-

Teacher Conversation allows the application of the model to a variety of different parent-

teacher conversations from shared decision making conversations regarding learning strat-

egies, homework or the choice of elective subjects, to handling complaints in conversations 
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with regard to bad grades, difficulties with classmates or absenteeism. According to Gart-

meier et al. (2011), it can also be transferred to other domains where expert-layperson 

conversations take place, e.g. to physician-patient conversations in the medical domain. 

The wide applicability is a great advantage and pays tribute to the variability of parent-

teacher conversations and the importance of communication competence in different do-

mains. Yet, it remains to be empirically tested whether the model is still sufficiently con-

text-specific.  

3.3  Summary 

Communication can take a variety of forms and is an important, interdisciplinary research 

topic. Parent-teacher conversations fall into the domain of educational research and, more 

specifically, into the category of expert-layperson conversations. With regard to expert-

layperson conversations, research has shown that it is important to establish common 

ground between experts and laypersons, e.g. via grounding techniques (Bromme et al., 

2004) and to construct a positive conversational climate by communicating congruently, 

empathetically and with unconditional positive regard (Rogers, 1951). Additionally, it is 

helpful to structure (expert-layperson) conversations transparently, e.g. by following 

scripts (Schank & Abelson, 1977). 

In order to measure competencies, they need to be modelled theoretically. Theoretical 

constructs of competencies should be adequately context-specific and their structure needs 

to be differentiated (Hartig, 2008). This applies also to communication competence (Ber-

ger, 2008), since communication competence per se is too broad a concept to work with 

(Greene & Burleson, 2003). Consequently, in order to construct measurement instruments 

and trainings for the communication competence in parent-teacher conversations, the com-

petence of teachers regarding conversations with parents has to be theoretically modelled. 

Up to now, there is only very few empirical evidence for models that target the competence 

of teachers to communicate with parents. The models by Hertel (2009) and Bruder (2011) 

pioneer in providing empirical evidence regarding the structure of teachers’ communica-

tion competence in conversations with parents. However, Hertel’s (2009) and Bruder’s 

(2011) context is comparatively narrow. They conceptualize counseling competence of 

teachers only regarding conversations with parents about learning strategies and learning 

difficulties (Bruder, 2011; Hertel, 2009). Still some of their empirical findings might be 

transferable to conversations with parents in general. Among other things, the findings 
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suggest that the competence of teachers to communicate with parents is multidimensional 

(Bruder, 2011; Hertel, 2009). Hertel (2009) considers a two or three facetted model as 

most probable.   

In line with the findings of Hertel (2009), the Munich Model of Communication Compe-

tence in Parent-Teacher Conversation conceptualizes communication competence as a 

three-dimensional hierarchical construct. The model is theoretically founded in research 

about expert-layperson conversations. In contrast to the models of Hertel (2009) and 

Bruder (2011), it has the advantage that it is context-specific but still applicable to a variety 

of parent-teacher and other expert-layman conversation situations.  

Chapter 3 has shown that competencies need to be defined context-specific and with regard 

to their internal structure in order to be able to construct measurement instruments for 

diagnosing a certain competence, such as the competence of teachers to conduct conversa-

tions with parents targeted in this dissertation. The Munich Model of Communication 

Competence in Parent-Teacher Conversation has several advantages, such as a relatively 

wide range of applicability while still being context-specific and a subdivision into three 

competence facets that corresponds to prior research findings (Hertel, 2009). Therefore, the 

Munich Model of Communication Competence in Parent-Teacher Conversations will serve 

as the theoretical foundation for the construction of the instruments in the empirical part. 

Possible instruments for as well as goals and challenges of the measurement of the com-

munication competence of (pre-service) teachers in conversations with parents are dis-

cussed in more detail in chapter 4 as a theoretical basis for the instrument development 

process in the method part.  
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4 Measuring Communication Competence of Teachers 

in Conversations With Parents 

The aim of this chapter is to single out how to measure teacher competencies in general 

and in particular, the communication competence of teachers in conversations with parents. 

To inquire into these questions, the chapter starts with an evaluation of the central goals 

and challenges of competence measurement regarding research on teachers and teacher 

education. Subsequently, it is discussed how multimethod measurements can contribute to 

the validation process of new instruments, such as the simulated conversations developed 

in this dissertation. In order to single out instruments that could be part of a multimethod 

measurement that diagnoses the communication competence of teachers in conversations 

with parents and provides convergent and discriminant evidence for the validity of the 

newly-developed simulated conversations, an overview of four methods that are used to 

assess teachers’ professional competencies is provided. The advantages and disadvantages 

of the four methods as well as their suitability for diagnosing the communication compe-

tence of teachers in conversations with parents are discussed. For the sake of completeness, 

simulated conversations – though not yet employed to measure teachers’ competences - are 

also briefly discussed and compared to the other approaches with regard to their suitability 

for diagnosing the competencies of teachers to communicate with parents. Information on 

the state of research on simulated conversations needed for the development of the simu-

lated conversations in this dissertation is provided in detail in chapter 5.  

4.1 Goals and Challenges of Research on Competence Meas-

urement in Teacher Education 

Teacher education has to be consequently based on research in order to secure its quality 

and further development (Prenzel, 2009). While up to the year 2000 there was compara-

tively little research-based evidence on teachers and teacher education, this situation has 

changed in recent years (Prenzel, 2013). In the course of this development, several studies, 

which target the measurement of teachers’ competencies, have been conducted (Kunter & 

Klusmann, 2010). Thereby, challenges regarding the measurement of teacher competencies 

have crystallized out. In particular the development of adequate instruments is crucial for 
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measuring (teacher) competencies (Koeppen et al., 2008). These instruments should be 

based on theoretical (cf. chapter 3) and psychometric models (cf. part D) and should take 

into account the intended usage of the measurement results (Klieme, Hartig, & Rauch, 

2008; Koeppen et al., 2008). 

When developing instruments one should take into account that competencies are complex 

and not directly testable. Instead, they have to be extrapolated from the performance in a 

corresponding test situation (Erpenbeck & von Rosenstiel, 2003) and can, thus, only be 

measured in a context-specific and performance-oriented manner (Koeppen et al., 2008; 

Maag Merki & Werner, 2011). Measurements should consequently either be conducted 

under real conditions or the selected context should be perceived as authentic by the test 

persons (Shavelson, 2012). Moreover, the resulting measurement score should allow the 

prediction of how the test person will solve real professional tasks (Hartig & Klieme, 2006; 

Klieme et al., 2008).  

Principally, two main intended usages of measurement results can be differentiated: “as-

sessment for learning” / “formative assessment” and “assessment of learning” / “summa-

tive assessment” (Schuwirth & van der Vleuten, 2011, p. 478). When assessing for 

learning, the assessment process is inextricably embedded within an educational process 

(Schuwirth & van der Vleuten, 2011). The assessment is maximally information-rich and 

serves to steer and foster the learning of each person to the maximum of his or her ability 

(Schuwirth & van der Vleuten, 2011). In contrast, assessment of learning takes place at or 

sometime after the end of instruction (Schuwirth & van der Vleuten, 2011). The purpose of 

assessment of learning is to determine whether a person has acquired sufficient knowledge 

or competencies for a certain purpose, e.g. when leaving university or entering a profession 

(Schuwirth & van der Vleuten, 2011). Furthermore, it is important to determine at which 

level information about the competence level is needed (Koeppen et al., 2008). In the ped-

agogical practice, e.g. in school or in teacher education, information is often needed at an 

individual level in order to give differentiated feedback regarding learning success to indi-

vidual students / persons in order to foster their learning processes. Information at an indi-

vidual level is also needed for selection processes, like choosing candidates for a study 

program, a vacant position or the issuance of a driving license. With regard to research, 

information is often needed at an aggregated level, e.g. in order to evaluate the effective-

ness of seminars, study programs or interventions.  
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This subchapter has shown that instruments are the key to reliable and valid measurements. 

Multimethod measurements can provide information about the validity of individual meas-

urement instruments and often allow the gaining of a more precise and complete picture of 

constructs. Thus, multimethod measurements are discussed in the next subchapter. 

4.2 Multimethod Measurements 

Multimethod measurements can play an important role in the validation process of meas-

urement instruments since they can provide convergent and discriminant evidence for 

validity (Eid & Diener, 2006). Multimethod measurements go back to classical test theory, 

Brunswick’s work on probabilistic functionalism, Jöreskog’s approach to covariance struc-

tural equation modeling and Campbell’s and Fiske’s multitrait-multimethod-matrix 

(Schmitt, 2006). The core assumption behind multimethod measurements is that each 

measurement reflects on the one hand, the construct that is measured and on the other 

hand, the influence of the measurement method (Eid & Diener, 2006). Hence, in multi-

method measurements different instruments are combined to measure one construct (Eid 

& Diener, 2006).  

The multimethod measurement approach has two advantages. The first advantage is that 

results from different other measurements can be part of the validation process for a (new-

ly-developed) instrument (Eid & Diener, 2006). A correlational pattern between the in-

strument and the other measurements which corresponds to theoretical expectations is an 

indicator of the validity of the measurement (American Educational Research Association, 

American Psychological Assocation, & National Council on Measurement in Education, 

2014; Eid & Diener, 2006). With regard to this, it is important to differentiate that multi-

method measurements can take place at two levels. The first level is the situation in which 

the measurement takes place. Several instruments can be applied in the same situation in 

order to provide different perspectives on the measured construct; e.g. it can be compared 

as how competent the parents with whom teachers have conducted a parent-teacher con-

versation perceive the teachers in comparison to independent observers that assess the 

same conversation. The second level is broader. It comprises all kinds of measurements 

that are closer or remotely related to the construct at stake (Eid & Diener, 2006). Continu-

ing with the last example, measurements with a knowledge test on parent-teacher conver-

sation or external criteria, such as previous knowledge of the teachers, could complement 

the assessments simulated parents and observers made of the teachers’ competence in the 
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parent-teacher conversations. Both measurements undertaken in the narrower and broader 

context of a multimethod measurements can provide convergent and discriminant evidence 

for the validity of the measurement, depending on the form and content of the measure-

ment. The crucial point in the validation process is to set up a hypothesis about the correla-

tional structure and the expected strengths of the correlations between the different 

measurements and to then verify in how far the real correlational structure corresponds to 

theoretical expectations (American Educational Research Association et al., 2014).  

The second advantage of multimethod measurements is that specific method effects of 

measurements can be singled out (Eid & Diener, 2006). In this way, the disadvantages of 

individual measurement methods can be compensated and the measurement of the con-

struct can be improved with the resulting information (Eid & Diener, 2006). However, it is 

important to be aware of the fact that when human judgment is central in the combination 

of information from different measurements, the expertise of the person who is making 

judgments is decisive for the quality of the outcome (Schuwirth & van der Vleuten, 2011). 

Second opinions and careful note taking can enhance the quality of this judgment process 

(Schuwirth & van der Vleuten, 2011). Moreover, when compiling instruments for a multi-

method measurement, it has to be ensured that the different instruments do not influence or 

interfere with each other and are adequate for measuring the construct. A last point that has 

to be taken into account is that multimethod measurements are comparatively time-and 

cost-intensive due to the inclusion of several measurement methods.  

Multimethod measurements have become increasingly widespread in recent years since 

they provide information about the validity of individual measurements, allow the singling 

out of method effects and permit to get a more comprehensive and precise picture of com-

petencies (Erpenbeck & von Rosenstiel, 2003; Hertel, 2009; Shernoff & Kratochwill, 

2004). However, due to the cost-intensiveness and the expertise required to construct mul-

timethod measurements, it should be carefully weighed in which situations multimethod 

measurements provide an additional benefit and should be used. An additional benefit 

through multimethod measurements is, e.g., to expect when information about the validity 

of a (new) instrument is needed or when multicomponent or multilevel phenomena are the 

target construct to be measured (Eid & Diener, 2006); e.g. interviews about emotions 

might provide other information than an analysis of facial expressions and / or a measure-

ment of the endorphin level in the body. For a variety of other constructs, such as 
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knowledge about a certain topic, one instrument might provide an adequate amount of 

information in a more economical way.  

Multimethod measurements in the broader and narrower sense have also been employed to 

assess the communication competence of teachers in conversations with parents. Hertel 

(2009) combined two kinds of self-assessments with work samples, participant observation 

in role-plays and expert ratings of the performance in role-plays. Bruder (2011) combined 

self-assessments with a knowledge test, case scenarios and a situational judgment test. 

Aich (2011) combined external ratings of the performance in role-plays with self-

assessments and assessments of the conversational partner.  

Multimethod measurements can contribute to the validation process of instruments. Thus, 

the newly-developed simulated conversations will be embedded in a multimethod meas-

urement in the empirical part of this dissertation in order to gather convergent, discriminant 

and criterion-based evidence for their validity. In order to single out instruments that could 

be part of this multimethod measurement, an overview of five methods that are currently 

employed to measure (teacher) competencies is given. The advantages and disadvantages 

of the instruments and their suitability for assessing the competence of (pre-service) teach-

ers to conduct conversations with parents are discussed.  

4.3  Instruments for Diagnosing the Competence of Teachers to 

Communicate With Parents 

There is consensus that there is a need for reliable and valid instruments that can assess the 

competence of (pre-service) teachers to communicate with and counsel parents (Bruder, 

2011; Hertel, 2009; McLeod, 2003; Scofield & Yoxtheimer, 1983). However, there are no 

universally suited instruments for the assessment of interpersonal communication compe-

tencies (Spitzberg, 2008) since their suitability and sometimes their advantages and disad-

vantages depend on several framework conditions and the purpose of the measurement. 

Scheibe, Trittel, Klug and Schmitz (2014) outline five criteria that should be considered on 

top of the research question when choosing a measurement method: 1) the examination 

object, 2) practical restrictions, 3) ethical considerations, 4) requirements regarding meas-

urement reliability, and 5) the behavior modality of the dependent variable (e.g. reactions 

that are immediately observable vs. verbal estimations). 
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Concerning the behavior modality of the dependent variable, a classification by Shernoff 

and Kratochwill (2004) that orders techniques within behavioral assessment on a dimen-

sion of directness is helpful. Shernoff and Kratochwill (2004) define directness as the ex-

tent to which methods measure relevant behavior directly at the time and place of its 

natural occurrence. The more direct the observation, the lower the degree of inference 

necessary to extrapolate the target competence from the measurement results and the more 

direct the instrument is considered (Shernoff & Kratochwill, 2004). Shernoff and 

Kratochwill (2004) differentiate five behavioral assessment methods (presented in order of 

directness): direct observation, self-monitoring, analogue assessment, behavioral inter-

views and questionnaires. These methods can be used individually or information from 

different measurements, in the same situation / for the same construct, can be combined.  

In the following the classification of Shernoff and Kratochwill (2004) is modified and 

amplified by an inclusion of frequently employed sub manifestations of certain methods, 

such as role-plays as one type of analogue assessments. The methods of the modified clas-

sification are presented in order of directness starting with the most indirect ones and mod-

ifications to the original classification are explained. The suitability of the methods for 

measuring the communication competence of teachers in conversations with parents is 

discussed as well as their strengths and weaknesses, taking into account the criteria for 

choosing a measurement method suggested by Scheibe and colleagues (2014).  

4.3.1 Questionnaires 

Questionnaires and interviews that involve self-reports are classified as the most indirect 

methods of assessment by Shernoff and Kratochwill (2004). In both of these methods, a 

particular behavior is reported so that the measurement result is a verbal representation of a 

relevant activity taking place at some other time or place (Shernoff & Kratochwill, 2004). 

Self-assessment questionnaires are the most frequently used method for measuring compe-

tencies (Kunter & Klusmann, 2010; Maag Merki & Werner, 2011) since they are economi-

cal and efficient and allow researchers to collect data of large samples (Frey & Balzer, 

2005). In addition, they are comparatively objective and reliable and allow for the making 

of comparisons (Scheibe et al., 2014). However, self-assessments do not always corre-

spond to directly observable behavior (Hertel, 2009). They are vulnerable to reporting bias, 

halo effects, reporting extremes and central tendencies (Eid & Diener, 2006; Shernoff 

& Kratochwill, 2004). 
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Aich (2011), Bruder (2011) and Hertel (2009) employed self-assessment questionnaires to 

assess the competence of teachers to communicate with parents. In his study, Aich (2011) 

reports a considerable difference between teachers’ self-assessments of their competencies 

and their preparation for parent-teacher conversations through their education. Teachers do 

not feel adequately prepared for parent-teacher conversations by their education but be-

lieve that their competencies are good nevertheless (Aich, 2011). Aich (2011) attributes 

this result to a reporting bias due to the pressure and critique teachers feel regarding their 

competencies. He sees this as an indicator of the problems with self-assessments (Aich, 

2011). Like Aich (2011), Hertel (2009) reports that self-assessments and observer ratings 

did not always concord in her study. Consequently, Aich (2011) as well as Bruder (2011) 

and Hertel (2009), complement self-assessments with other measurement methods.  

4.3.2 Interviews 

Similar to questionnaires, interviews can help assess an interviewee´s beliefs and percep-

tions about a certain competence but do not allow direct competence assessment and are 

thus also considered as an indirect method (Shernoff & Kratochwill, 2004). Interviews 

differ at the level of structure and focus (Shernoff & Kratochwill, 2004). They can be con-

ducted with single persons or groups, guideline-based or open (Maag Merki & Werner, 

2011). Advantages of interviews vary with their degree of standardization (Scheibe et al., 

2014). The more standardized interviews are, the more reliable and the less flexible they 

are. Interviews are not frequently employed in order to measure competencies since they 

are time-consuming (Maag Merki & Werner, 2011) and the interviewer may introduce bias 

and cause persons to answer in a socially desired way and may thus be a risk for objectivi-

ty and reliability (Bortz & Döring, 2006).  

Subjective measurement methods, such as questionnaires and interviews, are suboptimal to 

measure competencies if they are not complemented by other methods (Hertel, 2009). Data 

are gathered retrospectively, require higher levels of inference and are no objective ac-

counts of performance (Shernoff & Kratochwill, 2004). Consequently, it is controversially 

discussed whether self-assessments truly measure competencies or rather give us infor-

mation about teachers’ self-concepts or perception of competencies (Klieme & Hartig, 

2007). Still, in combination with other methods they can provide valuable information, 

since the tested person is an expert for his or herself and self-assessments provide one 

perspective on the targeted construct.  
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Interviews, as well as questionnaires, can not only be used to have test persons self-assess 

their competencies but also to have the conversational partners rate their satisfaction with 

the conversation and the perceived competence of the (pre-service) teacher. Like self-

assessments, judgments by the conversational partners are no objective accounts of ob-

served behavior, but rather give information about whether the conversational partner is 

satisfied with the conversation and perceives the (pre-service) teacher as competent. Still, 

this second perspective provides additional information and is likely to be a little more 

direct and objective than self-assessments.  

4.3.3 Observation in Analogous Situations  

Analogue behavioral observation involves a situation designed, manipulated, or con-

strained by an investigator that elicits a measured behavior of interest (Shernoff 

& Kratochwill, 2004). A real-life situation is mimicked that triggers a target behavior and 

allows assessing this behavior under controlled conditions (Shernoff & Kratochwill, 2004). 

The real-life problem-solving or decision-making situations require test persons to develop 

solutions that involve the application and integration of knowledge, as well as multiple 

skills and strategies (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2000). In this way analogous situations provide au-

thentic assessment conditions in which behavior and performance can be directly observed 

(Shernoff & Kratochwill, 2004). Thus, analogous assessments minimize the inferences 

needed to assess competencies (Shernoff & Kratochwill, 2004). However, analogous situa-

tions are like reality television. They provide an approximation of how real people would 

behave when placed in situations that are analogous to those in the real world and provide 

indicators for how an individual might react or behave in real life situations (Shernoff 

& Kratochwill, 2004). Thus, the generalizability of the behavior in analogous situations to 

that in natural settings is of concern (Shernoff & Kratochwill, 2004).  

The major advantages of analogue behavioral assessments are that they measure perfor-

mance in a comparatively authentic situation and allow meaningful real-world implica-

tions, e.g. with regard to the later profession (Shernoff & Kratochwill, 2004). Due to the 

authentic measurement conditions, the validity of the interpretation of their results is sup-

posedly comparatively high. Moreover, analogous situations make it often possible to 

observe otherwise unobservable behavior (Shernoff & Kratochwill, 2004) and spare “real” 

persons from harm. However, instruments based on analogous situations are time- and 
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cost-intensive and understanding their psychometrics is critical (Shernoff & Kratochwill, 

2004). 

Analogous behavioral assessments exist in different variants. Three of these variants that 

are employed to assess or are promising for assessing the communication competence of 

teachers in conversations with parents are discussed in the following. 

Paper and Pencil or Computer-Based Analogous Assessments  

There are several written or computer-based assessments, such as case-based scenarios, 

key feature tests or situational judgment tests that are aimed at measuring competencies in 

a performance-based way in the context of prototypical situations (Scheibe et al., 2014). A 

situational judgment test, for example, consists either of short written case vignettes or 

video clips to which the test person has to take a stance based on prescribed answer alter-

natives (Scheibe et al., 2014). In contrast, a case scenario is constructed similarly but is 

usually less standardized and has open-ended questions (Bruder, 2011). There is a lot of 

research about situational judgment tests that indicate that the results in situational judg-

ment tests are linked to real-life performance (Whetzel & McDaniel, 2009). This might be 

a reason for the acceptance / perceived authenticity by the test takers and explain the com-

paratively high validity of situational judgment tests (Whetzel & McDaniel, 2009).  

Bruder (2011) developed a situational judgment test for assessing the counseling compe-

tence of teachers in conversations with parents. She was able to show that results in the 

situational judgment test were moderately to highly correlated to self-assessments of com-

petence regarding real parent-teacher conversations (Bruder, 2011). For future research, 

she recommends investigating correlations with observer-rated performance in real conver-

sations (Bruder, 2011).  

Paper and pencil or computer-based performance-oriented assessments have the advantage 

that due to the realistic settings, interpretations of measurement scores are comparatively 

valid (Scheibe et al., 2014). However, their construction and scoring requires a lot of effort 

and objectivity of scoring often tends to be low (Scheibe et al., 2014) and this can possibly 

decrease reliability.   

Role-plays 

Like in paper and pencil or computer-based analogous assessments, in role-plays test par-

ticipants are relocated into a situation that is analogous to a real professional situation. 

However, in role-plays test persons can neither select appropriate behavior from prescribed 
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answers nor do they have time to think about the correct answer. Instead, test persons have 

to show the appropriate competent behavior and have to react in real time.  

Gallagher and Hargie (1989) aimed at determining the validity of role-plays to assess 

counselor skills. In their study with twelve counselors they found little difference between 

real and role-play situations and concluded that this is an indicator of the validity of the 

results in role-plays (Gallagher & Hargie, 1989). Hertel (2009) also employed role-plays to 

measure the counseling competence of teachers and pre-service teachers in conversations 

with parents. She found that for measuring the counseling competence of teachers, role-

plays can provide valid results (Hertel, 2009). In contrast, role-plays did not provide valid 

measurement results for the pre-service teachers in her sample because the pre-service 

teachers did not perceive the role-play situations as authentic (Hertel, 2009). The perceived 

authenticity of role-plays seems to be a factor that can influence whether role-plays pro-

vide valid measurement results (Gallagher & Hargie, 1989; Hertel, 2009).  

Aich (2011) also employed role-plays in order to measure teachers’ competencies to com-

municate with parents. He compared the role-play results with expert-rated performance in 

audios of real parent-teacher conversations (Aich, 2011). Both the role-plays and the real 

audio-taped conversations depicted an increase in competence after communication train-

ing (Aich, 2011). However, the measurement results diverged significantly with compe-

tence levels in the real conversations being higher (Aich, 2011). As a possible explanation, 

Aich (2011) suggests that motivation is higher in real conversations. He recommends using 

videos instead of audios in order to additionally include non-verbal parameters in the fu-

ture (Aich, 2011).  

Simulated Situations / Conversations  

Similar to role-plays, simulated situations serve to relocate persons into a situation which is 

analogous to a real situation. The difference is that in simulated situations, the degree of 

authenticity is usually higher since simulated situations are created in a way that is closer 

to reality. For example, role-play peers are substituted through trained actors. One type of 

simulated situations is simulated conversations. Simulated conversations with actors 

trained to portray a certain patient role are a very frequently used method to train and as-

sess diagnostic and communication competence in the medical domain. A considerable 

amount of research in the medical domain has shown that simulated conversations are 

well-accepted, perceived as authentic and do fulfill psychometric quality criteria if con-

structed properly (Barman, 2005; Cleland et al., 2009; Newble, 2004). Simulated conversa-
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tions seem to be a promising approach for measuring the communication competence of 

teachers in conversations with parents since they offer highly authentic measurement con-

ditions and are performance-oriented. In order to scrutinize the potential of simulated con-

versations for assessing the competence of teachers to communicate with parents, the state 

of research on simulated conversations in the medical and the educational domain is dis-

cussed in detail in chapter 5. 

Lane and Rollnick (2007) reviewed the literature on the use of simulated conversations and 

role-plays in medical training and compared the perceived authenticity and the acceptance 

of these two methods. There is only one study by Papadakis, Croughan-Minihane, Fromm, 

Wilkie and Ernster (1997) that directly compares role-play with simulated conversations 

(Lane & Rollnick, 2007). It focuses on simulated conversations and role-plays regarding 

the training of communication competence (Papadakis et al., 1997). Papadakis and col-

leagues (1997) found no significant difference in terms of increase in communication com-

petence, but those students who consulted with a simulated patient rated the experience 

higher and more authentic than those who carried out role-plays with colleagues (Papa-

dakis et al., 1997). This result is probably transferable to the measurement of communica-

tion competence with role-plays and simulated conversations. In sum, the literature review 

by Lane and Rollnick (2007) shows that simulated conversations are generally very well-

accepted and considered authentic by pre- and in-service physicians whereas they are ra-

ther reluctant to take part in role-plays.  

4.3.4 Direct Observation of Behavior 

For direct observation of behavior, behavior is rated in a natural setting and at the time it 

occurs (Shernoff & Kratochwill, 2004). It is usually rated by trained impartial observers 

(Shernoff & Kratochwill, 2004). Recommendations for the assessment of communication 

competence favor direct observation of performance with predefined structured coding 

manuals according to a theoretical framework (Kauffeld, 2005; van der Vleuten et al., 

2010). Coding manuals can require a low or high amount of inference depending on the 

type of items included in the coding manual (cf. chapter 5.1.3.4). Videotaping conversa-

tions allows an undisturbed course of action in the observed situation and provides the 

opportunity to repeat watching certain sequences in order to capture the complexity of an 

action (Maag Merki & Werner, 2011).  
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The direct nature of the observation of a behavior / performance has - independent from 

the nature of the coding manual - a clear advantage over procedures that require a higher 

level of inference regarding competencies (Shernoff & Kratochwill, 2004). Usually, the 

validity is higher (Shernoff & Kratochwill, 2004). However, there are also certain disad-

vantages; the context of real situations remains uncontrollable (Hertel, 2009), the observer 

can cause bias (Shernoff & Kratochwill, 2004), the training and the rating is demanding for 

the observers (Scheibe et al., 2014) and often - especially when relying on high inference 

coding manuals - the results are not as reliable as in more standardized assessment methods 

(Shernoff & Kratochwill, 2004). Moreover, direct observation has high demands on per-

sonnel and financial resources and is sometimes legally impeded.  

Self-Monitoring 

Self-monitoring is a special type of direct observation of behavior in which the test person 

observes and systematically protocols her own behavior normally immediately after it 

occurred (Hertel, 2009), e.g. on a checklist or via frequency ratings in a record booklet. 

Thus, self-monitoring is classified as a subtype of direct observation in the modified classi-

fication and not as a distinct measurement method as suggested by Shernoff and 

Kratochwill (2004). Self-monitoring has the advantage that it increases attention to one´s 

own behavior and can function either as positive reinforcement or can cause behavior to 

change (Shernoff & Kratochwill, 2004). However, self-monitoring requires that an indi-

vidual is able to identify and record occurrences of the targeted behavior (Shernoff 

& Kratochwill, 2004) and often does not fulfill psychometric quality criteria (Frey 

& Balzer, 2005). In addition, reactivity, i.e. unintended influences that result from self-

recording occur (Shernoff & Kratochwill, 2004) and limit its application field. Self-

monitoring is probably not ideally-suited for parent-teacher conversations since it would 

distract teachers to self-monitor their behavior during the conversation. 

Figure 3 gives an overview of all presented methods including sub manifestations and the 

modified classification. In subchapter 4.3.6, advantages and disadvantages of the different 

instruments for measuring the professional competencies of teachers are summarized to lay 

the basis for the choice of instruments that can diagnose the competence of teachers to 

communicate with parents (in chapter 4.4) and that are part of the validation process of the 

simulated conversations in this dissertation.  
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Figure 3. Classification of competence assessment methods ordered along a continuum of 

directness (adapted from Shernoff and Kratochwill, 2004, p. 371) 

4.3.5 Advantages and Disadvantages of Instruments for Diagnosing the 

Professional Competencies of Teachers  

The majority of studies on teacher competencies are based on indirect approaches, such as 

questionnaires or biographical data (Frey & Balzer, 2005). However, self-assessments and 

other rather indirect instruments cannot capture competencies in their entire complexity 

(Hertel, 2009). Since the interest and research on competence measurement of teachers has 

risen substantially, the definition of what constitutes a standardized instrument or meas-

urement procedure has broadened significantly over the last few decades (American Edu-

cational Research Association et al., 2014). Various kinds of more direct performance 

assessments, such as simulations, have been developed to provide measures of constructs 

that might otherwise be difficult to assess (American Educational Research Association et 
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al., 2014). Yet, each step towards greater flexibility in the assessment procedure enlarges 

the scope of the variations allowed in replications over the testing procedure and therefore, 

tends to increase measurement error (American Educational Research Association et al., 

2014). Nevertheless, some of these sacrifices in reliability may reduce construct irrele-

vance or construct underrepresentation and thereby improve the validity of the intended 

interpretations of scores (American Educational Research Association et al., 2014). For 

example, performance assessments that depend on ratings of extended responses tend to 

have a lower reliability than more structured assessments, such as questionnaires, but they 

can sometimes provide more direct measures of the attribute of interest (American Educa-

tional Research Association et al., 2014).  

In sum, there is no such thing as a universally well-suited approach to measuring compe-

tencies (Kunter & Klusmann, 2010) but advantages and disadvantages of individual ap-

proaches have to be weighed with regard to the purposes and the requirements of the 

assessment. Ideally, an appropriate combination of instruments for a multimethod meas-

urement should be compiled, which allows compensating the drawbacks of individual 

instruments and provides information about the validity of single instruments.  

4.4  Summary 

Instruments that can capture competencies in a contextualized and performance-oriented 

way are at the heart of research about teacher competencies (Koeppen et al., 2008; Maag 

Merki & Werner, 2011). Measurement instruments and methods, such as questionnaires, 

interviews, analogue assessments and direct observation, can be classified according to 

their directness, i.e. the degree of inference needed to extrapolate competencies from the 

measurement results (Shernoff & Kratochwill, 2004). Direct and indirect methods have 

distinct advantages and disadvantages. The more direct measurement methods are, the 

higher their validity tends to be. In contrast, the more indirect methods are, the more objec-

tive, reliable and time / money-efficient they tend to be. 

Direct observation of behavior and self-monitoring in natural settings are classified as the 

most direct methods by Shernoff and Kratochwill (2004). Measurement results of direct 

observation by independent observers are usually highly valid. However, due to data pro-

tection laws, it is usually not possible to directly observe teachers in conversations with 

parents. Moreover, real parents would neither always represent the spectrum of cases 

which should be taught in teacher education nor necessarily be available as required or 
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willing to take part in teacher education. Self-monitoring in parent-teacher conversations is 

also not possible because teachers are busy conducting the conversation and are not able to 

self-monitor themselves or record behavior without producing reactivity. Consequently, 

observation of teachers’ competence to communicate with parents has to take place in 

analogous situations, like simulated conversations, or based on more indirect methods.  

Analogous situations, as well as real settings, are promising for measuring the competence 

of (pre-service) teachers to communicate with parents. They allow researchers to observe 

otherwise unobservable behavior, offer measurement conditions close to reality and are 

performance-oriented and thus, also tend to produce highly valid results. Simulated con-

versations are a particularly promising form of analogue assessment since they are not only 

performance-related and provide authentic and contextualized measurement conditions, but 

they are also very well / better accepted than role-plays and there is evidence from the 

medical domain indicating that simulated conversations are well-suited to diagnose com-

munication competence (cf. chapter 5). Additionally, in comparison to real parents who 

differ from each other with regard to personality, socioeconomic background, attitudes 

towards school etc., simulated parents can be trained to consistently perform a certain 

parent role which increases the reliability of the measurement. For these reasons, simulated 

conversations are employed to measure the communication competence of teachers in 

conversations with parents in this dissertation. The conversations are videotaped since this 

provides the opportunity to repeat watching certain sequences in order to capture the com-

plexity of an action (Maag Merki & Werner, 2011). Subsequently, they are rated by exter-

nal observers since independent observer ratings have a higher validity than self-

assessments or ratings by the conversational partners (cf. 4.3.1). 

Multimethod measurements can play an important role in the validation process of meas-

urement instruments, such as the simulated conversations developed in this dissertation, 

since they can provide evidence for an instrument’s validity (Eid & Diener, 2006). In mul-

timethod measurements, several instruments are combined to measure one construct (Eid 

& Diener, 2006). The degree to which the correlational pattern and strengths between an 

instrument and other measurements corresponds to theoretical expectations is indicative of 

its validity (American Educational Research Association et al., 2014). In order to compile 

evidence for the validity of the simulated conversations developed in this dissertation, they 

will be embedded in a multimethod measurement, i.e. complemented with other instru-

ments discussed in this chapter. The designed multimethod measurement comprises two 
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levels. The first level is the situation in which the measurement takes place, the parent-

teacher conversation. In addition to the independent observer ratings of the performance of 

the pre-service teachers in the simulated conversations, the pre-service teachers and the 

simulated parents also assess the performance of the pre-service teachers in questionnaires. 

While self-assessments and ratings by the conversational partner tend to be less valid than 

observer ratings (Aich, 2011; Hertel, 2009), they can provide two further perspectives and 

evidence for validity. Moreover, independent observers rate a subsample of the simulated 

conversations with six different coding manuals with different forms and content to pro-

vide further convergent and discriminant evidence for the ratings of the simulated conver-

sations with the newly-developed coding manual (cf. chapter 7.7). The second level of the 

multimethod measurement goes beyond the actual parent-teacher conversation. Since 

Bruder (2011) was able to show that situational judgment tests can capture the communica-

tion competence of teachers in conversations with parents, a situational judgment test is 

chosen as a fifth component of the multimethod measurement in order to provide conver-

gent evidence for the validity of the simulated conversations. Lastly, the results in the 

simulated conversations are compared to supposedly more or less influential external crite-

ria, such as previous knowledge, in order to provide convergent and discriminant criterion-

based evidence for validity. For an overview of all components of the multimethod meas-

urement see Figure 7 in the method part. The hypothesized correlational structure is out-

lined in chapter C. 
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5 State of Research on Simulated Conversations  

To date, simulated conversations have predominantly been used in the medical domain in 

order to teach and assess the clinical and communication skills of (pre-service) physicians. 

For the purpose of applying simulated conversations to the context of parent-teacher con-

versations and to understand future possibilities of simulated conversations regarding 

teacher education and research on teacher education, a brief sketch of how this method has 

been applied in the medical context is useful to clarify terminology, different potential uses 

and research findings on how the different components of simulated conversations should 

be designed (5.1).  

Since costs and efforts to construct and employ simulated conversations are comparatively 

high, the use of simulated conversations has only recently spread to other domains. One of 

those is the educational domain. In the second part of chapter 5, current developments 

regarding simulated conversations in the educational domain are outlined and, in this way, 

future application and research areas are identified (5.2). Moreover, similarities and differ-

ences regarding simulated conversations in the educational and medical domain are dis-

cussed as a basis for the development and use of simulated conversations in the educational 

domain.  

5.1 Simulated Conversations in the Medical Domain 

This subchapter starts with a sketch of the history of simulated conversations in medical 

education in order to make current developments in the educational domain assessable. 

Since terminology regarding simulated conversations varies geographically and content-

relatedly, next, frequent terminology is discussed and the use of terminology for this dis-

sertation is defined. Simulated conversations consist of different components all of which 

contribute to and influence their adequacy and accuracy. Thus, possible influences as well 

as resulting requirements regarding the design of the components of simulated conversa-

tions, such as cases, actors, raters and coding manuals, are discussed in the following sec-

tions as a basis for the construction of simulated parent-teacher conversations in the 

method part.  
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5.1.1 History of Simulated Conversations in the Medical Domain 

Medical training has traditionally depended on contact with patients (Cleland et al., 2009). 

However, deploying real patients for the training and assessment of (pre-service) physi-

cians has a variety of disadvantages. Patients who stay at university and academic hospitals 

do not always represent the full spectrum of diseases which needs to be taught in medical 

education and are sometimes reluctant to participate in the formation of doctors (Cleland et 

al., 2009). Moreover, patients differ from each other with regard to severity of diseases as 

well as personality which wears on the reliability of assessments (Collins & Harden, 1998). 

Lastly, due to ethical reasons, the deployment of real patients into clinical teaching is 

sometimes inappropriate (e.g. when practicing to give a terminal diagnosis) and patients 

have to be protected from unnecessary harm (Gaba, 2004). Thus, in 1964, Barrows and 

Abrahamson introduced simulated patients to support clinical skills learning (Barrows & 

Abrahamson, 1964). According to Barrows (1987), “the Simulated / Standardized Patient 

(SP) is a person who has been carefully coached to simulate an actual patient so accurately 

that the simulation cannot be detected by a skilled clinician. In performing the simulation, 

the SP presents the gestalt of the patient being simulated; not just the history, but the body 

language, the physical findings, and the emotional and personality characteristics as well” 

(p. 17).  

The simulated patients method has several advantages; simulated patients can portray a 

broad range of cases that students may not encounter in real patients, they are willing to 

undergo scenarios many times, their behavior is predictable, they can be trained to match 

their role to the student’s level of experience, they are available as and when required, are 

well-accepted by pre- and in-service physicians and can give feedback to medical students 

about their performance (Cleland et al., 2009). Thus, during the following years, the use of 

simulated patients increased and the method was developed further, especially with regard 

to assessment purposes (Cleland et al., 2009). 

In 1975, dissatisfaction with the traditional assessment methods of clinical skills, such as 

essays or oral exams, on the part of teachers as well as students (Barman, 2005), led to the 

introduction of the Objective Structured Clinical Examination (OSCE) by Harden and 

colleagues (1975). OSCEs are very frequently used today. They are an examination format 

in which examinees rotate around a circuit of clinical task stations (Harden et al., 1975). 

OSCE tasks may or may not require interaction with simulated patients but mostly do 
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(Iramaneerat, Yudkowsky, Myford, & Downing, 2008). The dissemination of OSCEs fur-

ther increased the employment of simulated patients.  

During the 1990s, the number of US medical schools that employed simulated patients rose 

significantly to around 80% (May, Park, & Lee, 2009, p. 487). In consequence in 2001, the 

Association of Standardized Patient Educators (ASPE) was founded, aiming at promoting 

best practices in the application of simulated patient methodology for education, assess-

ment and research and fostering the dissemination of research and scholarship in the field 

of simulated patient methodology (Association of Standardized Patient Educators, 2014). 

Three years later, in 2004, encounters with simulated patients became a compulsory part of 

the US Medical Licensing Examinations (United States Medical Licensing Examination, 

2015). One part of the examination consists of the assessment of communication skills 

(United States Medical Licensing Examination, 2015). In consequence, communication 

skills are taught in nearly all medical schools in the US (Lurie, Mooney, Nofziger, Mel-

drum, & Epstein, 2008) and simulated patients are used nation-wide today.  

In Europe and particularly in Germany the employment of simulated patients started 

around 40 years later than in the US (Ortwein, Fröhmel, & Burger, 2006). Moreover, in 

contrast to the US, Canada and the UK (Adamo, 2003) assessments with simulated patients 

have not yet become a compulsory part of medical licensing in Germany. However, com-

munication competence has been a compulsory part of German medical licensing since 

2012 and 95% of German medical schools employed simulated patients for teaching and / 

or assessing communication competence in 2014 (Görlitz et al., 2014, p. 1).  

In sum, today simulated patients are employed worldwide for teaching and assessing clini-

cal and communication competence (May et al., 2009). Moreover, the use of simulated 

patients has expanded to other healthcare domains, such as pharmacy or dentistry (Asso-

ciation of Standardized Patient Educators, 2014) and recently also beyond the healthcare 

domain (cf. chapter 5.2).    

5.1.2 Use of Terminology 

A variety of descriptors, such as programmed patients or prepared patients, are used to 

refer to the simulated patient method and the simulated patients per se. However, simulated 

and standardized patient are the most commonly used terms (Adamo, 2003). While Asian 

and European educators tend to use the term simulated patients, in the US, the term stand-
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ardized patient is predominantly used no matter to what degree the encounters are stand-

ardized (Cleland et al., 2009).  

Collins and Harden (1998) differentiate three different types of simulated patients that 

differ in their degree of standardization: (1) Patients who only receive a rough outline of 

what is expected of them in a physician-patient encounter. (2) Patients who are given a 

scenario with which they must become familiar but beyond which they are free to respond 

as they wish; sometimes roles are adjusted to the patient’s own background or personal 

experience and sometimes additional information can be made up. (3) Patients who are 

extensively trained and whose every response is thought through and rehearsed. Within 

this broad description, there is a continuum of training and preparation (Cleland et al., 

2009). This continuum may have contributed to the range of terminology used including 

simulated and standardized patient (Cleland et al., 2009). The two terms are often used 

interchangeably but this can be misleading (Cleland et al., 2009). Thus, Cleland and col-

leagues (2009) argue that the term simulated patient should be used when the emphasis is 

on simulation (e.g. presenting the signs and symptoms of an actual patient but improvising 

background information). In contrast, the term standardized patient should be used when 

emphasis is on the standardization of the simulation process, i.e. when a patient is trained 

to give a consistent presentation which does not vary from student to student or patient to 

patient (Cleland et al., 2009). To sum up, according to this use of terminology, a standard-

ized patient encounter is always a simulated patient encounter but a simulated patient en-

counter is not necessarily standardized (Adamo, 2003).  

In the educational domain, simulated encounters are usually not entirely standardized (cf. 

chapter 5.2) and would rather fall into category one or two of the description of Collins and 

Harden (1998). Therefore, in line with the use of terminology proposed by Cleland and 

colleagues (2009), in this dissertation encounters are referred to as simulated unless they 

are fully standardized. In addition, since the conversational partners in this dissertation are 

no patients, the method is referred to as simulated conversations. The term simulated con-

versations has the advantage over the term simulated parent or patient in that it is more 

neutral and can be applied to a variety of domains and expert-layperson conversations 

independent of who the conversational partner is. Moreover, the term simulated parents / 

patients is ambiguous since it refers to the method per se as well as to the person playing a 

certain parent or patient role. The term simulated conversation helps to avoid this ambigui-
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ty and raises awareness of the fact that simulated conversations consists of several, equally 

important components, such as cases, coding manuals or raters.      

5.1.3 State of Research on Simulated Conversations in the Medical Domain 

During the past 50 years, a considerable amount of research on medical simulated conver-

sations has been conducted mainly focusing on the use of simulated conversations for 

assessments (May et al., 2009). The bottom line of meta-analyses and reviews that synthe-

size evidence on medical simulated conversations is that if constructed and conducted 

properly, they deliver results that are to a high degree objective, reliable and valid (Bar-

man, 2005; Cleland et al., 2009; Newble, 2004). However, simulated conversations are 

vulnerable to many potential measurement errors that can be introduced by the raters 

(Chesser et al., 2009; Lurie et al., 2008), their way of scoring, i.e. the coding manuals the 

raters use and the training they get (Barman, 2005; Chesser et al., 2009; Iramaneerat et al., 

2008), the content and number of the cases (Barman, 2005; Iramaneerat et al., 2008), the 

simulated patients and their training (Chesser et al., 2009; Iramaneerat et al., 2008) and the 

testing conditions under which the simulated conversations take place (Barman, 2005). The 

raters were often assumed to be the main problem undermining the reliability of simulated 

conversations either due to personal characteristics or to the lack of standardization of the 

tasks and scoring criteria (Newble, 2004). However, meanwhile a significant amount of 

evidence, collected e.g. via using Generalizability Theory, indicates that the problem of 

rater consistency is less important than the issue of case specificity (Barman, 2005; Guiton, 

Hodgson, Delandshere, & Wilkerson, 2004; Iramaneerat et al., 2008; Newble, 2004). In the 

following four subchapters, the most important sources of measurement error - cases, 

simulated patients, raters and coding manuals - will be elaborated.  

5.1.3.1  Cases 

Since cases are extremely important for the reliability and validity of simulated conversa-

tions, the case vignette is the heart of the simulated conversation (Dotger, Harris, & Han-

sel, 2008). A fundamental design principle that guides the formation of medical cases is 

that they are based on real-life cases (Barrows, 1987). If simulated cases duplicate patient 

problems that actually existed in every way, students are reassured of and motivated by 

their relevance (Barrows, 1987). Barrows (1987) recommends considering three tenets 

when crafting cases: 1) Prevalence: Cases should be chosen that students are likely to en-

counter frequently in their professional lives. 2) Clinical / social impact: Cases should be 
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chosen that might potentially have a strong impact on individuals or communities (espe-

cially if mishandled by the professional). 3) Instructional importance: Cases should be 

based on content that might not be otherwise addressed in their professional education. 

Communication competence seems to be at least partly context-related and case-specific 

(Guiton et al., 2004) (cf. chapter 3). Consequently, sampling across problems is required if 

an adequate level of content validity and reliability is to be achieved (Newble, 2004; 

Reder, Anderson, & Simon, 1996). Therefore, OSCEs targeted at assessing or training 

communication competence, usually consist of multiple cases. Length, reliability and va-

lidity have to be weighed against practicability in order to identify an adequate number of 

cases. For example, the US Medical Licensing Examinations comprises thirteen and the 

Swiss licensing examination for human medicine, twelve simulated conversations (Gut-

tormsen et al., 2013; United States Medical Licensing Examination, 2015). Lang, McCord, 

Harvill and Anderson (2004) demonstrated that the less cases are needed, the more routine 

cases are employed that require comparatively general communication competencies and 

provide multiple opportunities to demonstrate each core competence facet within one case.  

5.1.3.2  Recruitment and Training of Patients 

Besides the crafting of case vignettes, the recruitment and training of simulated patients is 

a cornerstone for the successful implementation of simulated conversations (Adamo, 

2003). Cleland and colleagues (2009) outline four key factors that should be considered 

when recruiting simulated patients: ability, suitability, conscientiousness and credibility.  

Ability: Simulated patients should be able to remember their roles, maintain focus or con-

centration over time and realize the importance of sticking to the script and guidance pro-

vided (Cleland et al., 2009). Especially in the case of standardized encounters, the number 

of facts and instructions to remember is cognitively challenging (Cleland et al., 2009). 

Additionally, if simulated patients are to rate the performance and give feedback, they have 

to have a profound understanding of the scoring criteria and must be able to give appropri-

ate feedback (Cleland et al., 2009).  

Suitability: The attitude of the simulated patients towards doctors and the reason why one 

wishes to be a simulated patient should be screened (Cleland et al., 2009). Patients that 

have a negative attitude towards doctors might potentially harm students that collect first 

experiences with patients (Cleland et al., 2009).  
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Conscientiousness: Simulated patients should be dependable since the organization of 

simulated conversations is logistically complex. Undependable patients would cause addi-

tional costs and could also decrease the reliability of assessments (Cleland et al., 2009).  

Credibility: The simulated patient should be matched to case requirements in order to look 

and be as much as the actual patient to be simulated (Cleland et al., 2009). Characteristics 

that should be considered are age, language, gender, race / ethnicity, body habitus, findings 

on physical examinations and experience with the illness (Adamo, 2003). A lot of success-

ful studies with children and adolescents show that even children as young as seven can 

successfully be deployed as simulated patients (for an overview see Adamo, 2003).  

Though training of simulated patients is considered highly important there is no widely 

accepted standard for how much training is enough and there is little standardization be-

tween institutions and within or between countries (Adamo, 2003). One way of knowing 

how much training is enough is to test whether a simulated conversational partner can 

maintain a desired level of accuracy in performing (and reporting) in multiple, consecutive 

encounters (Adamo, 2003). Since the portrayal of roles changes over time, e.g., patients 

start to become expert-patients and cue students (Adamo, 2003), it is strongly recommend-

ed to constantly reassess the quality and if applicable retrain the simulated patients.  

If simulated patients are trained well, they are usually not distinguishable from real patients 

(Beullens, Rethans, Goedhuys, & Buntinx, 1997; Cleland et al., 2009; Sanson-Fisher & 

Poole, 1980). In a meta-study Rethans, Gorter, Bokken and Morrison (2007) showed that 

21 studies using incognito simulated patients have been carried out. In the majority of 

studies, simulated patients were retrospectively identified in less than 15% of visits (Re-

thans et al., 2007, p. 546). Non-detection is increased to up to 1% where there is a lengthy 

period between doctors’ consent to participate in studies using simulated patients and the 

actual visit, use of authentic paperwork and careful preparation of simulated parents (Re-

thans et al., 2007, p. 546).         

5.1.3.3  Raters 

Performance in simulated conversations is usually rated during or immediately after the 

conversations (Lurie et al., 2008). Sometimes, conversations are video-taped and rated 

later on (Makoul, 2001b). The performance is either rated by external raters, e.g. faculty 

staff, examiners or experts, and / or by the simulated patients themselves (Huntley, Salm-
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on, Fisher, Fletcher, & Young, 2012; Scheffer, 2009; Schirmer et al., 2005; tEACH As-

sessment subgroup, 2012). 

Simulated patients are often used to give formative feedback on communication (or clini-

cal) competence to support the students in reflecting on their competence development 

(Cleland et al., 2009). For summative assessment where pass / fail or grading judgments 

are required, consistent evaluation is more critical than for formative assessments (Cleland 

et al., 2009). When simulated patients are applied for summative assessments, their train-

ing has to be intensified (Cleland et al., 2009). In contrast to external raters, simulated 

patients have the twofold burden to perform a role and judge the performance of the con-

versational partner at the same time. Thus, in high-stakes exams external raters are usually 

used (Chesser et al., 2009). Still, there is evidence that both external raters and simulated 

patients can provide reliable results (Barman, 2005; Blake, Gusella, Greaven, & Wake-

field, 2006). Schirmer and colleagues (2005) argue that simulated conversations should be 

rated by external raters and, additionally, by the conversational partners since this increases 

the validity of the judgment and adds an important dimension.  

The reliability and validity of the scoring of both external raters and simulated patients 

depends on their training as well as on the coding manual they use (Barman, 2005; 

Schirmer et al., 2005). There is no gold standard for rater training since the best way and 

amount of training depends on the coding manual. Three types of coding manuals are dis-

cussed in the following section. 

5.1.3.4  Coding Manuals 

Seidel, Prenzel and Kobarg (2005) distinguish three types of methods to analyze (video-

taped) behavior in educational settings: symbol systems (in the medical context usually 

referred to as checklists), category systems and rating scales. These three methods vary in 

their administration design, focus, psychometric properties, practicality and ease of use 

(Schirmer et al., 2005). A symbol system only codes whether or not a certain event occurs 

(Seidel et al., 2005). When using a category system, observers do not only have to note 

whether or not a certain event occurs, but also have to assign it to a certain category (Seidel 

et al., 2005). Finally, when using rating scales they also have to evaluate the quality of the 

event, taking into account interdependences between the observed behaviors (Seidel et al., 

2005). With regard to the degree of inference needed for the coding, Seidel and colleagues 

(2005) refer to the directly observable symbol systems as “low inference”, to the category 

systems as “middle inference” and to the rating scales for which a lot of interpretation is 
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necessary as “high inference” (p.72, p.74). In recent years the question whether low infer-

ence or high inference methods are more appropriate to rate simulated encounters has been 

prominent (Newble, 2004). 

With high inference ratings it is comparatively difficult to establish how ascertained in-

structional events and modes are to be identified and evaluated (Seidel et al., 2005). They 

demand qualitative decisions that often lead to a reduced reliability of the ratings (Seidel et 

al., 2005). In contrast, low inference coding manuals are directed at observable modes of 

behavior (Seidel et al., 2005). The coding instructions for low inference methods are well-

defined and clear and make them easier to use than rating scales (Seidel et al., 2005). In 

consequence, low inference methods tend to produce more reliable scores and a higher 

inter-rater agreement than rating scales (Newble, 2004). However, low inference methods 

are criticized for trivialization because only criteria that are easy to define can be included 

on the coding manual at the expense of equally or more important criteria that are more 

difficult to define and measure (Newble, 2004). Newble (2004) warns against falling into 

the trap of developing detailed checklists that produce reliable scores but which do not 

truly reflect the examinee’s performance of the task and the underlying construct, which is 

the aim of the measurement. The construct might, e.g., not be captured in its complexity 

because the measurement is too narrow or focuses on irrelevant / not all aspects of the 

construct.  

The comparison of low and high inference procedures in the educational and medical do-

main has shown that a variety of research questions can be answered more validly with 

high inference ratings (Regehr, MacRae, Reznick, & Szalay, 1998; Seidel et al., 2005). 

Regehr and colleagues (1998) showed that global scale scores have a better predictive 

validity and a higher inter-station reliability in OSCEs. In a study by Chesser and col-

leagues (2009), even excellent students did not meet all criteria on a checklist, despite 

performing well according to the global scores awarded by both examiners and simulated 

patients. In line with Chesser and colleagues, several empirical studies show that though 

reliable, checklists based on binary response scales cannot effectively measure differences 

in competencies (Hodges & McIlroy, 2003; Skillings, Porcerelli, & Markova, 2010).  

Low inference methods assess only the presence or absence of a certain behavior; they 

neither measure its quality, nor take into account the context (Skillings et al., 2010). It is 

probably not simply whether persons apply a certain task, but the primary difference in 

competence level lies in the quality, the timing or the manner in which a task is applied 
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(Skillings et al., 2010). This could be the reason why global ratings are more effective in 

distinguishing between beginning and advanced learners (Hodges & McIlroy, 2003; Skil-

lings et al., 2010). Thus, Skillings (2010) comes to the conclusion that high inference 

methods are able to evaluate competencies more effectively than low inference methods.  

Newble (2004) believes that low and high inference methods may serve different purposes 

and argues for a balanced approach with checklists used for identifying specific elements 

of a competence that must be demonstrated and global ratings used for providing a meas-

ure of process aspects and a more complex picture. For assessing communication compe-

tence, he considers high inference methods as better fitted than checklists (Newble, 2004). 

Whether low or high inference methods are the instrument of choice also depends on the 

raters who are to judge the performance and the amount of training they receive. Since 

checklists provide clearer behavioral definitions, the amount of training required to train 

observers to use checklists reliably is usually lower than for rating scales (Schirmer et al., 

2005). However, when intensively trained raters use rating scales, they may be as, or even 

more, reliable than checklists (Clausen, Reusser, & Klieme, 2003; Regehr et al., 1998; 

Schirmer et al., 2005). Thus, checklists might be the preferred tool when raters have less 

experience or cannot receive an intensive training and rating scales when raters are trained 

intensively (Schirmer et al., 2005). In sum, it is easier to achieve a high reliability with 

checklists. However, global ratings tend to capture the content of the underlying construct 

in a more valid way. The choice of checklists or global ratings should depend on the back-

ground of the raters, the amount of training they will receive and the purpose of the results.   

5.2 Summary  

The brief sketch of how simulated conversations have been used and labelled in the medi-

cal domain and of research findings regarding an adequate design of the simulated conver-

sations, has provided essential information for the application and evaluation of simulated 

conversations in the educational domain summarized in the following subsection. Simulat-

ed conversations were introduced in the medical domain in 1964 by Barrows and Abra-

hamson in order to support clinical skills learning (Barrows & Abrahamson, 1964). Today 

they are used for teaching and assessing clinical and communicative competencies of (pre-

service) physicians worldwide and their use has recently expanded to other domains (As-

sociation of Standardized Patient Educators, 2014). This speaks for their acceptance and 

benefit. Terminology with regard to simulated conversations varies with simulated or 
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standardized patients being the most frequent (Cleland et al., 2009). In this dissertation, 

simulated conversations are referred to as simulated unless they are fully standardized. The 

term simulated conversations is preferred over simulated parents / patients for two rea-

sons. Firstly, it is neutral and can be applied to a variety of simulated encounters no matter 

who the conversational partner is. Secondly, it helps to avoid ambiguity since simulated 

patients / parents are only one component of simulated conversations besides cases, raters 

and coding manuals.  

A considerable amount of research in the medical domain has shown that simulated con-

versations are well-accepted, perceived as authentic and do fulfill psychometric quality 

criteria if constructed properly (Barman, 2005; Cleland et al., 2009; Newble, 2004). This 

indicates that simulated conversations possess potential for an employment in the educa-

tional domain. Decisive for the quality of simulated conversations are the number and 

content of cases, the recruitment and training of the actors, the recruitment and training of 

the raters and the coding manual the ratings are based on. These four factors should be 

taken into account when transferring simulated conversations to the educational domain 

(cf. chapter 7). The following research findings from the medical domain provide specific 

information for the development of the components of the simulated parent-teacher con-

versations in this dissertation. Assessments based on simulated conversations should con-

sist of several cases (Lurie et al., 2008) and cases should be selected according to their 

prevalence, social impact and instructional importance (Barrows, 1987). Conversational 

partners that match the person to portray as closely as possible should be recruited (Cleland 

et al., 2009) and (re-)training and quality checks should ensure that the role is displayed in 

a consistent way. As raters, both simulated conversational partners and external observers 

can be employed and provide reliable results (Barman, 2005; tEACH Assessment sub-

group, 2012). Schirmer and colleagues (2005) recommend employing external raters and 

simulated conversational partners simultaneously as raters in order to add a second per-

spective and in this way increase validity. Coding manuals may consist of symbol systems, 

category systems or rating scales or of a combination of those. While it requires less rater 

training to achieve a high inter-rater agreement with low inference ratings, the validity of 

high inference ratings tends to be higher. The choice of low or high inference ratings 

should depend on the background of the raters, the amount of training they will receive, the 

purpose of the results and the level of the learners.  
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Combined with the research findings on simulated conversations in the educational domain 

presented in the subsequent subchapter 5.3, the findings on simulated conversations in the 

medical domain constitute the basis for the development, employment and evaluation of 

the simulated conversations in this dissertation. Special emphasis with regard to the eval-

uation will consequently lie on whether the development and employment was successful 

regarding the impact of different case vignettes, the consistent portrayal of simulated par-

ents by the actors, the agreement of the raters, the reliability of the coding manual and the 

validity of the measurement with the newly-developed coding manual. 

5.3 Simulated Conversations in the Educational Domain 

In order to compile further evidence that delivers specific information regarding the design 

and evaluation of simulated conversations in teacher education required for the develop-

ment of the simulated conversations, the deduction of the research questions and the corre-

sponding evaluation of the simulated conversations in this dissertation, this subchapter 

outlines the state of practice and research on simulated conversations in the educational 

domain. Simulated conversations have not been used as an assessment in teacher education 

so far. However, in 2007 Dotger, Dotger, & Maher started using simulated conversations 

in the educational domain as a learning tool. They developed the Standardized Parent / 

Caregiver Conferencing Model, a learning cycle consisting of different simulated conver-

sational partners, such as parents, students or colleagues (Dotger et al., 2010). In order to 

obtain additional information regarding the design of simulated conversations that target 

teachers instead of physicians, the design of the Standardized Parent / Caregiver Confer-

encing Model and its distinct components is described in this subchapter. The focus is 

particularly on those components that medical research has revealed to be influential re-

garding the reliability and validity of simulated conversations: It is outlined how the case 

vignettes for the simulated conversations for the teachers are crafted and how the actors are 

recruited and trained as simulated parents / colleagues / students. Moreover, differences 

and similarities between simulated conversations in the medical and educational domain 

are discussed that should be taken into account when designing simulated conversations for 

the educational domain. The chapter ends with a presentation of research findings on and 

via simulated conversations in the educational domain and an outlook on current needs for 

research that should be targeted in this dissertation and in future research. 
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5.3.1 The Standardized Parent / Caregiver Conferencing Model and the 

Simulated Interaction Model 

The Standardized Parent / Caregiver Conferencing Model is a six-case, semester-long 

development intervention designed to provide pre- and in-service teachers with multiple 

opportunities to practice communicating with parents (Dotger & Sapon-Shevin, 2009). It is 

based on a simulation-reflection cycle (Dotger et al., 2008). Participants engage in a simu-

lated case and reflect on the simulation using a video of the conversation (Dotger et al., 

2008). As teachers reflect on the past simulated parent-teacher conference, they also begin 

preparing for the next one (Dotger & Smith, 2009) and construct an individual plan in 

order to improve certain aspects in the next conversation, like asking more questions (Dot-

ger et al., 2008).  

In the course of the Standardized Parent / Caregiver Conferencing Model, the simulated 

conversations change both in context and content and get more and more complex (Dotger, 

2010). Each simulation is designed to build upon the teachers’ increasing competency in 

parent-teacher communication (Dotger & Smith, 2009). The first case of the Standardized 

Parent / Caregiver Conferencing Model is, e.g., about conducting a getting-acquainted / 

role-defining conference, while the last two conferences deal with physical abuse in the 

home and a student with special needs (Dotger, 2010).  

Pre-service teachers that participate in the Standardized Parent / Caregiver Conferencing 

Model exit the simulated conversations with digital access to their recorded data, along 

with written formative feedback from their conversational partners (Dotger, 2010). They 

have a week to review their simulation and to construct written reflections on what they 

said and how they said it, analyzing their verbal and nonverbal behavior and professional 

decisions (Dotger, 2010). One week later, their reflections are analyzed in a group session 

based on video excerpts (Dotger, 2010). At the end of this reflection session, participants 

receive the next case and can start preparing for the next conversation (Dotger, 2010). 

From the Standardized Parent / Caregiver Conferencing Model, the Simulated Interaction 

Model evolved, which includes a broader context of teacher education problems (Dotger et 

al., 2010). The Simulated Interaction Model includes interactions between school leaders 

and simulated students, teachers and simulated students, teachers and simulated parents 

and teachers and simulated paraprofessionals (Dotger et al., 2010). The original focus on 

parent-teacher interactions has broadened to a more general focus on how teachers and 

school leaders engage in common simulated problems of practice (Dotger et al., 2010). 
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Most currently, Dotger and colleagues have designed and applied 14 simulations that focus 

on content-specific problems of practice (Dotger, 2015; Dotger, Masingila, Bearkland, & 

Dotger, 2014). These simulations bring to life particular student misconceptions or parental 

concerns about secondary (grades 7-12) content. 

In addition to the Standardized Parent / Caregiver Conferencing Model or the Simulated 

Interaction Model, simulated conversations are also embedded into regular method courses 

or seminars of student teachers (Dotger, 2011a). The simulated conversation on a child 

with special needs was, e.g., employed as part of a larger course about working with stu-

dents with significant disabilities (Dotger & Ashby, 2010). 

Dotger (2008) considers the degree to which pre-service teachers perceive simulated con-

versations as authentic and meaningful as decisive for their learning benefit. The authentic-

ity, however, hinges on the case vignettes and the persons that portray the conversational 

partners (Dotger et al., 2008). The design principles of the case vignettes and the recruit-

ment and training of actors are discussed next. 

5.3.2 Cases  

Dotger and colleagues design the cases for the educational simulated conversations accord-

ing to the medical design principles outlined in chapter 5.1.3.1 (e.g. Dotger et al., 2008). In 

order to base the cases on real-life scholastic situations, they conducted both individual and 

focus group interviews with parents, teachers, principals, school superintendents, and guid-

ance counselors (Dotger et al., 2008). These interviews yielded numerous conferencing 

contexts that were further developed into cases (Dotger et al., 2008). Dotger and colleagues 

screened the cases with regard to the criteria proposed by Barrows (1987): prevalence, 

clinical / social impact and instructional importance (cf. chapter 5.1.3.1). With regard to 

prevalence, they chose cases that every teacher is likely to come across, such as a confer-

ence where the teacher is challenged to convey information on the child’s academic and 

behavioral performances in class (Dotger et al., 2008). Regarding the clinical / social im-

pact, cases were selected that might be rarely experienced, but that present a variable that 

is of great importance or has a potentially high impact if it is overlooked or mishandled by 

the professional, such as child abuse, special needs or bullying (Dotger et al., 2008). To 

regard the criteria of instructional importance, Dotger and colleagues created one very 

emotional conference where a parent strongly disagrees with the teachers so that teachers 

can practice their competence to handle emotionally difficult parent-teacher conversations 
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since parent-teacher conferences often are sources of anger, frustration, tension and strong 

emotions (Dotger et al., 2008). The first drafts of the cases were piloted and revised and 

then made into the final case vignettes (Dotger et al., 2008). 

Since multiple individuals portray the same simulated parent role, each case profile out-

lines exactly who the simulated conversational partner will be during the conversation 

(Dotger et al., 2008). The case vignettes consist of two parts: informational content and 

interactional content (Dotger et al., 2008). The informational content comprises back-

ground information on the person to portray (i.e. employment history, marital status, dispo-

sition, socioeconomic status, dress etc.) (Dotger et al., 2008). The interactional content 

describes the information and types and degrees of emotion to be conveyed to the teacher 

via verbal and nonverbal behavior, e.g. the exact tone of voice, bodily-kinesthetic positions 

and facial expressions (Dotger et al., 2008). The interactional content also focuses on the 

triggers of a case (Dotger et al., 2008). Triggers are desired verbalizations that the simulat-

ed conversational partners should present to the teachers during the simulated conferences 

(Dotger et al., 2008). The triggers within the simulations are enacted at a certain point in 

the conversation or in response to a particular action on the part of the teacher (Dotger et 

al., 2008). Often these triggers are outlined in if-then statements (Dotger et al., 2008). In 

addition to the triggers, there is also verbal and non-verbal fixed interactional content that 

is not contingent on the teacher’s actions, such as the initial posture of the simulated con-

versational partner or exact questions to ask or comments to make and their order and 

timing (Dotger, Dotger, & Tillotson, 2010).   

While the simulated conversational partners are provided with very specific profiles on 

which to base their actions, the participating (pre-service) teachers are given a more gen-

eral academic profile that describes a hypothetical student (or colleague) (Dotger & Smith, 

2009). The (pre-service) teachers receive the name of their students, physical descriptions, 

their academic and behavioral history and a detailed rationale for why a certain student is 

the focus of the simulated parent-teacher conference (Dotger & Smith, 2009). As in real 

life, the amount of information the (pre-service) teachers receive before a conversation 

varies depending on how much the parent in the case has disclosed and whether the con-

ference is teacher- or parent-initiated (Dotger, 2010). Importantly, the case vignettes for 

the (pre-service) teachers differ from the ones written for the simulated conversational 

partners in that they do not specify what decisions he or she should make regarding peda-

gogy or content (Dotger & Smith, 2009). Instead, participating (pre-service) teachers are 
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given the freedom to place themselves within the simulation and operate from their own 

individual, professional perspective (Dotger & Smith, 2009). In order to secure that pre-

service teachers already have the necessary pedagogical content knowledge to handle the 

simulation, the content of the simulations is coordinated with the rest of their studies (Dot-

ger & Ashby, 2010). 

Similar to the findings in the medical domain (cf. chapter 5.1.3.1), Dotger and colleagues 

(2010) come to the conclusion that the number of cases is decisive for the effectiveness 

and quality of simulated conversations. Participants that only take part in one simulation 

report being busy processing the simulation process and recording technologies and hardly 

being able to reflect on their professional behavior (Dotger et al., 2008). In contrast, partic-

ipants who took part in multiple simulations reported increased comfort with the simula-

tion process and an increased ability to focus on the content of the case and how they 

conducted themselves (Dotger et al., 2008). Therefore, Dotger and colleagues (2010) state 

that a key lesson they have learned from conducting simulations is that simulations can 

only realize their full potential if multiple simulations are provided since the novelty of a 

participant’s first simulation often negates the educational value of whatever context is 

simulated.  

5.3.3 Recruitment and Training of Simulated Conversational Partners 

The simulated conversational partners come from the database of simulated patients of the 

Upstate Medical University’s Clinical Skills Center and are recruited according to case 

requirements, such as gender, age, demographics and background knowledge (Dotger et 

al., 2008). They receive around two-three hours of training approximately one week prior 

to the simulated interactions (Dotger & Ashby, 2010). The training starts with roughly 20 

minutes of general introduction (Dotger & Ashby, 2010). In case there are persons that 

have not been simulated conversational partners before, the concept and purpose of simu-

lated conversations as well as the responsibilities of being a simulated conversational part-

ner are introduced (Dotger et al., 2008).  The general introduction also includes an outline 

of the particular case to display and the intended teacher audience (Dotger & Ashby, 

2010).  

The remaining time is devoted to the case vignette (Dotger & Ashby, 2010). The trainer 

guides the simulated conversational partners through the informational and interactional 

information, verbally outlining the case vignette sentence by sentence (Dotger et al., 2008). 
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The nature, structure and order of triggers are explained (Dotger et al., 2010). Each verbal 

trigger is presented by the trainer and then rehearsed by the simulated conversational part-

ners until tone, mannerisms, and verbalizations are as desired (Dotger & Ashby, 2010).  

A complete standardization, as sometimes undertaken in the medical domain, is not possi-

ble in the educational domain since it is impossible to anticipate exactly what the partici-

pants will say in response to verbal triggers (Dotger & Ashby, 2010). The training serves 

as an opportunity to anticipate broader response patterns and the simulated conversational 

partners are provided with additional contingency responses that they may or may not 

employ in the conversation depending on the behavior of the (pre-service) teacher (Dotger, 

2010). Additionally, the simulated conversational partners are given extensive background 

context on their character and are allowed to improvise if something unpredictable happens 

(Dotger, 2010). The most important point emphasized in the training is that they always 

stay in character in order to ensure the authenticity of the situation (B. Dotger, personal 

communication, April, 2014). In case the simulations are carried out for the first time, trial 

runs are also included in the training (Dotger & Ashby, 2010). All training and rehearsal 

sessions are video recorded for documentation (Dotger et al., 2010). 

After the first deployment of simulated patients as simulated parents in the Standardized 

Parent / Caregiver Conferencing Model, twelve actors took part in a two hour reflection 

group on the transition from simulated patients to parents (Dotger et al., 2008). The simu-

lated conversational partners reported that the conversations felt very realistic, but that 

being a simulated parent differed a lot from being a simulated patient since the characters 

as a simulated patient are much narrower (Dotger et al., 2008). As a simulated patient, 

“you have your case, you have your [medical] complaint, and these are what [the doctors] 

are gonna ask about and, in essence, they all ask the same things mostly. But this [stand-

ardized parent role] […] all of a sudden, this opens wide. There’s no medical constraint” 

(Dotger et al., 2008, p. 342). 

5.3.4 Research Findings 

Dotger and colleagues have used simulated conversations to investigate a variety of re-

search questions. A short overview of their research findings is given in the following.  

Dotger and Sapon-Shevin (2009) saw evidence that simulated conversations improve 

teachers’ sensitivity to parents’ perspectives and concerns and teachers’ communication 

competence. Moreover, simulated conversations not only make the development of a pre-
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service teacher’s professional identity transparent, but also shape it (Dotger & Smith, 

2009). As a result from simulated conversations, pre-service teachers start to question the 

nature and position of professional boundaries and reflect on gaps in their professional 

knowledge, thereby developing a more realistic self-concept (Dotger & Smith, 2009). 

Simulated conversations also hold the potential to illuminate (pre-service) teachers’ dispo-

sitions towards parents, students, colleagues and the purposes of schools (Dotger, 2011a) 

and to train their navigation of emotions (Dotger, Harris, Maher, & Hansel, 2011). Addi-

tionally, simulated conversations raise (pre-service) teachers’ awareness and increase sen-

sitivity to socio-cultural contexts (Dotger, 2010). Simulated conversations can also yield 

insights into how pre-service teachers enact teacher preparation curricula (Dotger 

& Ashby, 2010). Dotger and Ashby (2010) showed that when inclusively trained pre-

service teachers were confronted with a colleague with a different professional ideology 

they were often willing to defer to the contrasting philosophies, practices and / or ap-

proaches of the other professional.  

5.4 Summary  

Since 2007, Dotger and colleagues employ simulated conversations in teacher education 

(Dotger et al., 2010) as a formative model designed to foster the development of profes-

sional competencies (Dotger & Smith, 2009). Additionally, Dotger and colleagues were 

able to show that research with simulated conversations promotes and yields insights into 

pre-service teacher development and delivers information that can help fine-tune teacher 

education (Dotger & Ashby, 2010; Dotger & Smith, 2009). Thus, simulated conversations 

hold the potential to bridge the gap between teacher education and praxis (Walker & Dot-

ger, 2012).  

The successful employment of simulated conversations as a learning tool in teacher educa-

tion is promising with regard to the planned implementation of simulated conversations as 

an assessment for (pre-service) teachers. With regard to this planned implementation, the 

following research findings by Dotger and colleagues might be helpful: Dotger and col-

leagues (2008) consider the degree to which (pre-service) teachers perceive simulated 

conversations as authentic and meaningful as decisive for the benefit that can be drawn 

from them. In order to ensure authenticity, they recommend to base simulations on real-life 

cases (Dotger et al., 2008) and suggest that participants take part in more than one simula-

tion since experience shows that their attention shifts from the form of the simulated con-
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versations to the content (Dotger et al., 2010). Apart from the cases, the training of the 

simulated conversational partners is especially critical in the educational domain since 

educational simulations differ from medical ones in that they are far less predictable and 

cannot be fully standardized (Dotger et al., 2008). Thus, actors need extensive training in 

order to be prepared for simulated conversations with teachers (Dotger et al., 2008).  

Since the authenticity of the simulated conversations is probably equally or even more 

decisive when using them as an assessment, it seems recommendable to pay special atten-

tion to authenticity when developing case vignettes for the assessment, e.g. by basing the 

cases on real-life cases. Moreover, assessments with simulated conversations should con-

sist of more than one case in order to ensure that participants are not distracted by the new 

format but can focus on the content. In order to verify if these two arrangements are effec-

tive, the perceived authenticity of the simulated conversations should be evaluated. Addi-

tionally, since medical research has shown that a consistent performance of the simulated 

conversational partners is a precondition for the reliability of assessments and the findings 

by Dotger and colleagues (2008) show that parent-teacher conversations cannot be fully 

standardized and are far less predictable, specific emphasis should also be put on the train-

ing of the simulated parents. In order to evaluate whether this training was successful, the 

consistent performance of the actors should be investigated. This proceeding is in line with 

a call from Dotger and colleagues for more research on simulated conversations, especially 

regarding the fulfillment of psychometric quality criteria:  

Reliability of this pedagogy has not been measured, as no other researchers have implemented the 

SIM within different teacher education settings. As this body of research grows, though, there is 

clearly a need to assess the degree to which other researchers using SIM materials arrive at similar 

results. Of note, the entire pedagogy of simulated interactions hinges on multiple individuals who 

accurately and reliably serve as standardized parents, students, or paraprofessionals. Ensuring relia-

bility across standardized individuals is an on-going task that is central to the success of each indi-

vidual case. To date, though, no large-scale, cross-case assessment of standardized individual 

reliability has been conducted (Dotger et al., 2010, p. 135). 

Additionally, they state that attention to and evaluation of the validity of simulated conver-

sations in the educational domain is paramount for practice and research (Dotger et al., 

2010, p. 135). Medical research has shown that apart from the case vignettes and the ac-

tors, the coding manuals and the observers who rate the simulated conversations are deci-

sive for the reliability and validity of assessments consisting of simulated conversations 

(cf. chapter 5.1). Since simulated conversations have not been implemented as an assess-

ment in teacher education so far, there is no evidence regarding the latter two components 
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of simulated parent-teacher conversations yet. Thus, apart from providing further evidence 

regarding the influence and authenticity of the case vignettes and the actors of simulated 

conversations in the educational domain, this dissertation focusses particularly on provid-

ing initial evidence regarding inter-rater agreement, the reliability of the newly-developed 

coding manual and the validity of simulated conversations with regard to diagnosing the 

communication competence of pre-service teachers in conversations with parents.  
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6 Conclusions From the Theory for this Dissertation  

Chapter 1 has highlighted the relevance of parent-teacher cooperation and conversations 

for students. Formal conversations between a teacher and one or two parents are often 

considered the heart of parent-teacher cooperation, since they offer the chance to exchange 

relevant information about a student and, in this way, to synchronize educational processes 

at school and at home and to inspire further forms of parent-teacher cooperation (cf. chap-

ter 2). However, the analysis of parent-teacher conversation practice in Germany has re-

vealed that parents are not entirely satisfied with the quality and quantity of conversations 

offered by teachers (cf. chapter 2). The supply-demand model of parent-teacher conversa-

tions by Hertel and colleagues (2013) supports the conclusion that teacher education might 

be one key to improving parent-teacher conversation praxis. While an analysis of teacher 

education curricula and teacher surveys showed that parent-teacher conversations are not 

yet sufficiently integrated into teacher education, some progress has been made during the 

last years and parent-teacher conversations are increasingly becoming a part of teacher 

education (cf. chapter 2). This ongoing process should be monitored since teacher educa-

tion has to be based on evidence in order to ensure its quality (Prenzel, 2013). Thus, now 

there is a need for instruments and assessments that can bridge the gap between theory and 

practice and provide information about the effectiveness of teacher education with regard 

to parent-teacher conversations, as well as about the readiness of teachers to conduct these 

conversations and about starting points for further teacher training. Consequently, the aim 

of this dissertation is to develop and evaluate an instrument for diagnosing the communica-

tion competence of pre-service teachers in conversations with parents.  

The foundation for the development of measurement instruments are theoretical models of 

the competencies to be measured (cf. chapter 3). Theoretical models of competencies 

should be adequately context-specific and their structure needs to be differentiated (Hartig, 

2008). Thus, chapter 3 has provided an overview of theoretical models of the competence 

of teachers to communicate with parents and empirical evidence supporting these models. 

The Munich Model of Communication Competence in Parent-Teacher Conversation was 

chosen as the theoretical foundation for the construction of the measurement instrument in 

this dissertation since it has the following advantages: While it is context-specific it still 

has a comparatively wide range of applicability. Moreover, its subdivision into three com-
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petence facets corresponds to prior research findings and allows for a differentiated compe-

tence measurement (cf. chapter 3).  

Based on theoretical models, appropriate instruments can be chosen or developed that 

allow for measuring a specific competence, such as the competence of teachers to com-

municate with parents. Chapter 4 compared the advantages and disadvantages of instru-

ments applied to measure (teacher) competencies with regard to the diagnosis of teachers’ 

competence to conduct conversations with parents. Simulated conversations seem particu-

larly promising for measuring this competence since they allow observing otherwise unob-

servable behavior, offer measurement conditions close to reality, are performance-oriented, 

context-specific and well-accepted (cf. chapter 4). For these reasons, simulated conversa-

tions are employed to measure the competence of pre-service teachers to conduct conversa-

tions with parents in this dissertation.  

As well as teacher training programs, new assessment methods need to be validated in 

order to ensure the quality of teacher education (Caspe et al., 2011). Multimethod meas-

urements can play an important role in the validation process of instruments, such as the 

simulated conversations developed in this dissertation. In multimethod measurements 

several instruments are combined to measure one construct (Eid & Diener, 2006). The 

degree to which the correlational pattern and strengths between an instrument and other 

measurement instruments correspond to theoretical expectations is indicative of its validity 

(American Educational Research Association et al., 2014). In order to gather evidence for 

the validity of the simulated conversations developed in this dissertation, they will be com-

plemented with other measurements located at two levels. With regard to the first level, the 

conversation situation, the independent observer ratings of the performance of the pre-

service teachers in the simulated conversations will be complemented by ratings of the 

conversational partners and self-assessments of the pre-service teachers. Moreover, inde-

pendent observers will rate a subsample of the simulated conversations with six different 

coding manuals with different forms and content in order to provide convergent and dis-

criminant evidence for measurements with the newly-developed coding manual. The sec-

ond level of the multimethod measurement goes beyond the actual conversation situation 

and comprises a situational judgment test on parent-teacher conversations and external 

criteria, which could be related to communication competence, like previous knowledge. 

The measurements at the second level provide further evidence for convergent and discri-

minant validity.  
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To date simulated conversations have predominantly been used in the medical domain in 

order to teach and assess the clinical and communication skills of (pre-service) physicians 

(cf. chapter 5). For the purpose of applying simulated conversations to the context of par-

ent-teacher conversations, research findings from the medical domain on simulated con-

versations and on how their different components should be designed were compiled and 

examined in chapter 5. A considerable amount of research in the medical domain has 

shown that simulated conversations are well-accepted, perceived as authentic and do fulfill 

psychometric quality criteria if properly constructed (Barman, 2005; Cleland et al., 2009; 

Newble, 2004). These findings indicate that simulated conversations possess potential for 

incorporation into teacher education. However, medical research also shows that there are 

four factors that particularly influence the reliability and validity of simulated conversa-

tions: The number and content of the cases, the recruitment and training of the actors, the 

recruitment and training of the raters and the coding manual the ratings are based on (cf. 

chapter 5). These four factors should be taken into account when transferring simulated 

conversations to the educational domain (cf. chapter 7).  

The transfer of the simulated conversations to the educational domain and the resulting 

development of new case vignettes for parent-teacher conversations, a corresponding actor 

training as well as a coding manual and a corresponding rater training for analyzing the 

performance in parent-teacher conversations necessitate an evaluation of the newly-

developed simulated conversations in the educational domain. Guided by research findings 

from the medical domain this evaluation should in particular target the impact of the dif-

ferent case vignettes, the consistent portrayal of the simulated parents, the agreement of the 

raters and the reliability of the coding manual. These foci for evaluation can be expanded 

based on first research findings on simulated conversations in the educational domain (cf. 

chapter 5.3). Dotger and colleagues (2008) consider the degree to which (pre-service) 

teachers perceive simulated conversations as authentic and meaningful as decisive for the 

benefit that can be drawn from them. This finding suggests a further point for evaluation: 

the degree to which pre-service teachers perceive the developed simulated parent-teacher 

conversations as authentic and accept them as an assessment method. The question of 

acceptance is particularly interesting when introducing new assessment methods. Dotger 

and colleagues (2008) stress that the authenticity of educational simulated conversations 

hinges on the case vignettes and on the actors portraying the case. Since their comparison 

of medical and educational simulations showed that educational conversations are far less 

predictable than medical conversations and cannot be standardized as much, they consider 
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the consistency of the actors in their roles as particularly challenging and ask for more 

research regarding this point (Dotger et al., 2008).  

The educational findings support the choice of evaluation foci for this dissertation regard-

ing the case vignettes and the consistent portrayal of the roles by the actors deduced from 

medical research. Simulated conversations have not been used as an assessment in teacher 

education thus far. Hence, there are no findings regarding rater agreement and the reliabil-

ity of coding manuals with regard to teacher education. The fact that medical research 

indicates that these two factors can be influential speaks for investigating these points with 

regard to the future integration of simulated conversations as an assessment in teacher 

education. Moreover, with regard to this integration, there is a need for evidence regarding 

the validity of the results in the simulated conversations. Thus, the final evaluation focus in 

this dissertation will be the validity of the results of simulated conversations. The six eval-

uation foci presented in this chapter are united in the following research question, which is 

the overall guideline for this dissertation: 

To what extent are simulated conversations suited to diagnose the communication 

competence of pre-service teachers in parent-teacher conversations?  

In part C individual research questions and hypotheses for all evaluation foci will be for-

mulated. Moreover, these research questions are assigned to psychometric quality criteria. 

Psychometric quality criteria provide reference points for the development and evaluation 

of instruments (American Educational Research Association et al., 2014). 
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C  Research Questions & Hypotheses 
The first employment of simulated conversations as an assessment in the educational do-

main necessitates an evaluation of the instrument with regard to its suitability for assessing 

the competence of (pre-service) teachers to conduct formal conversations with one or both 

parents (cf. chapter 6). The evaluation in the empirical part is guided by the following 

overarching research question:  

To what extent are simulated conversations suited to diagnose the communication 

competence of pre-service teachers in parent-teacher conversations?  

This research question is broken down in a two-step procedure that enables investigating 

the evaluation foci outlined in chapter 6 by addressing the most important aspects of the 

corresponding psychometric quality criteria. Step one addresses the fundamental aspects of 

building scores, that is, checking inter-rater agreement, the factorial structure and the relia-

bility with which the factors are measured. Step two is based on the previous analyses and 

inquires more deeply into important aspects of the three main quality criteria, objectivity, 

reliability and validity. Figure 4 provides an overview of the main psychometric quality 

criteria investigated in this dissertation by allocating the research questions to them. The 

fulfillment of ancillary quality criteria (Kubinger & Proyer, 2005) is discussed in chapter 

18.  

Since this is the first evaluation of simulated conversations as a measurement instrument in 

the educational context, it cannot be exhaustive. Instead the investigation aims at compil-

ing first evidence for the suitability and readiness for use of simulated conversations as an 

instrument for measuring the competencies of pre-service teachers to communicate with 

parents. The results of the investigation form the basis of a cost-benefit analysis of simu-

lated conversations in the educational domain and the development of recommendations 

for their successful development and integration into teacher education. The long term goal 

of this dissertation is to contribute to the integration of simulated conversations into teach-

er education and, in this way, to promote successful conversations between parents and 

teachers.  
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The newly-developed coding manual consists of high inference items. According to the 

findings from the medical domain outlined in subsection 5.1.3.4, a large amount of training 

is needed to achieve a high inter-rater agreement when applying high inference scales. 

Consequently, the observers receive intensive training (cf. chapter 7.5). An inter-rater 

agreement of ICC ≥ 0.6 is expected, which would indicate that scoring is adequately objec-

tive. 

Research question 2 aims at providing evidence for the validity of the measurement via 

examining the internal structure of the data. Analyses of the internal structure can indicate 

the degree to which the relationships among items and instrument components conform to 

the theoretical construct on which the proposed instrument score interpretations are based 

(American Educational Research Association et al., 2014). With regard to this the follow-

ing research question arises:  

(2) Does the factorial structure of the data match the theoretical construct - the Munich 
Model of Communication Competence in Parent-Teacher Conversation (acceptable 
model fit)?  

The structure of the video ratings should correspond to the theoretical construct - the Mu-

nich Model of Communication Competence in Parent-Teacher Conversation - outlined in 

chapter 3.3. This correspondence would provide evidence for the validity of the measure-

ment.  

Research question 3 targets the reliability of the measurement. Reliability refers to the 

accuracy of a measurement (Bühner, 2011). It is always a matter of degree, not a yes or no 

feature (Furr & Bacharach, 2008). Reliability reveals to what degree differences in re-

spondents’ observed scores are consistent with differences in their true scores (Furr 

& Bacharach, 2008). Two different reliability coefficients, internal consistency and com-

posite reliability, are calculated to comply with the recommendations of the AERA, APA 

& NCME Standards (2014) that suggest that several reliability coefficients should be cal-

culated since they convey different information:  

(3) Are the scales of the coding manual developed for diagnosing the communication 
competence of pre-service teachers in parent-teacher conversations reliable 
(α16 ≥ 0.6), (ρ ≥ 0.7)?  

                                                 
16 α = Cronbach’ s Alpha throughout the dissertation 
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Due to its theoretical basis in the Munich Model of Communication Competence in Parent-

Teacher Conversation, it is expected that the reliability of the scale and its subscales is 

satisfactory. 

Research questions on step two, in-depth analyses on objectivity, reliability, 
and validity:  

Research question 4 addresses the objectivity of application. Objectivity of application 

refers to the fact that testing conditions should be comparable for everyone and should not 

influence the measurement (Rammstedt, 2010). In the simulated conversations different 

actors acted out the same simulated parent role. It is important that they perform consist-

ently to provide all pre-service teachers with comparable conditions in the conversations. 

To verify if this is the case, research question 4 investigates whether the performance of 

the simulated conversational partners has an effect on the self-assessed performance or on 

the observer-rated performance of the pre-service teachers in the simulated conversations: 

(4) Do the different conversational partners have an effect on the self-assessed perfor-
mance / observer-rated performance of the pre-service teachers in the simulated 
parent-teacher conversations?  

With the help of the information from the case vignettes (cf. chapter 7.1) and the actor 

training (cf. chapter 7.2), the simulated conversational partners should perform compara-

bly. Consequently, the performance of the pre-service teachers should not be influenced 

significantly by their different conversational partners. There should neither be a statistical-

ly significant effect of the conversational partner on the observer-rated nor on the self-

assessed performance of the pre-service teachers in simulated parent-teacher conversations. 

This would be an indicator of the objectivity of application. 

Research question 5 addresses the influence of the case vignettes on the performance of 

the pre-service teachers in the simulated conversations and in line with this the generaliza-

bility of the results of simulated conversations to other (simulated) conversations. To an-

swer research question 5, it is investigated to what degree the results in the two simulated 

conversations are correlated with each other and if the two different case vignettes affect 

the observer-rated and self-assessed performance in simulated parent-teacher conversa-

tions.  

(5) To what degree are the results of simulated conversations generalizable to other 
(simulated) conversations? 
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Both case vignettes contain the same type of conversation, shared decision making, and 

target beginning learners. Thus, the results of the two conversations should positively cor-

relate with each other. The higher the correlation is, the more generalizable the results are. 

Additionally, no statistically, significant effect of the case vignette on the self-assessed and 

observer-rated performance would indicate that both cases are equally difficult.  

Research question 6 investigates the response processes of the pre-service teachers. Theo-

retical and empirical analyses of the response processes can provide evidence of the fit 

between the construct and the detailed nature of the performance or response actually en-

gaged in by test takers (American Educational Research Association et al., 2014). The 

corresponding research question targets the perceived authenticity of the conversations:  

(6) To what degree do the pre-service teachers perceive the simulated conversations as 
authentic? 

If the pre-service teachers perceive the conversations as authentic, they probably behave as 

if in a real situation. A high perceived authenticity would speak for the validity of the re-

sults and their prognostic value regarding real parent-teacher conversations.  

Research question 7 aims at providing further evidence for validity. A crucial part of the 

validation process is evaluating to which degree scores of an instrument show the theoreti-

cally assumed associations and relations with other variables (American Educational Re-

search Association et al., 2014). Relations to other variables comprise convergent, 

discriminant and criterion evidence (American Educational Research Association et al., 

2014). Convergent evidence concerns the relationships between an instrument’s scores and 

other measures intended to assess the same or similar constructs (American Educational 

Research Association et al., 2014). Measures of purportedly different constructs provide 

discriminant evidence (American Educational Research Association et al., 2014). Criterion 

related evidence refers to the relation of an instrument’s scores to a relevant criterion 

which is ascertained at the same point in time (concurrent), in the future (predictive) or in 

the past (retrospective) (American Educational Research Association et al., 2014). 

Research question 7 examines whether the relations of the observer ratings of the perfor-

mance in simulated conversations to other variables in the context of a multimethod meas-

urement correspond to theoretical expectations. The multimethod measurement consists of 

two levels: Measurements that concern the situation of the simulated conversations and the 

performance of the pre-service teachers in this situation per se, such as the ratings of the 

simulated conversations by the independent, trained observers, ratings of the simulated 
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parents, self-assessments of the pre-service teachers and ratings of the simulated conversa-

tions based on six coding manuals adapted from the medical context (cf. chapter 5.1.3.4). 

The second level of the multimethod measurement also includes measurements that go 

beyond the performance in the actual communication situation but might be related to the 

construct, such as the results of the pre-service teachers in a situational judgment test on 

parent-teacher communication and external criteria, like previous knowledge. From this 

multimethod approach the following research question arises: 

(7) Do the correlations between the observer ratings of the performance of the pre-
service teachers in the simulated conversations based on the newly-developed cod-
ing manual and ratings by the simulated parents, self-assessments of the pre-service 
teachers, ratings based on other instruments and external criteria correspond to the-
oretical expectations?  

The independent observer ratings of the communication competence of the pre-service 

teachers in the simulated parent-teacher conversations based on the newly-developed cod-

ing manual should positively correlate with self-assessments of the pre-service teachers 

and ratings by the simulated parents since all of them aim at measuring the same construct 

(convergent evidence for validity). It is probable that the two external assessments (ob-

servers and simulated conversational partners) correlate higher with each other than with 

self-assessments (cf. chapter 4.3.1). Prior research, e.g. by Aich (2011) and Hertel (2009) 

(cf. chapter 4.3), shows that self-assessments of pre-service teachers have often only a low 

correlation with other measurements. The observer ratings should also correlate signifi-

cantly with the ratings of the performance in simulated conversations with the adapted 

medical instruments. The expected strength and the direction of the correlations depend on 

the design and content of the individual instruments (cf. chapter 7.7) (convergent and dis-

criminant evidence for validity). Lastly, it can also be assumed that the observer ratings 

correlate moderately with the results in the situational judgment test (convergent evidence 

for validity) and with external criteria (criterion related evidence for validity). Previous 

knowledge, training and other preconditions, like the Abitur grade, could or should have a 

positive impact on communication competence. Correlations with self-assessed compe-

tence (before the simulated conversations) are also assessed. However, they are expected to 

be low (Aich, 2011; Hertel, 2009). A correlational structure that corresponds to the theoret-

ical expectations would be an indicator of the validity of the measurement. 
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D  Method 
At the beginning of the method part (7), the development of the instruments applied in this 

dissertation is depicted. The following two chapters outline data collection (8) and data 

analysis (9). The focus of the instrument development in chapter 7 is on the different com-

ponents of the simulated conversations that have been influential with regard to their ob-

jectivity, reliability and validity in prior medical and educational research (cf. chapter 5): 

the case vignettes (7.1), the recruitment and training of actors (7.2), the coding manual for 

analyzing the conversations (7.3) and the raters and their training (7.6).  

With regard to the validation process, the newly-developed simulated conversations are 

embedded into a multimethod measurement in order to investigate whether their relations 

to other measurements and external criteria correspond to theoretical expectations and 

provide evidence of validity (American Educational Research Association et al., 2014). 

The development of the instruments applied in the validation process is also described in 

chapter 7. An overview of the instruments that are part of the validation process and the 

multimethod measurement is given in the following. 

The multimethod measurement consists of two levels. The first level encompasses all 

measurements at the conversation level. The second level ranges beyond the actual conver-

sation level and comprises all kinds of criteria that might be stronger (convergent evidence 

for validity) or weaker (discriminant evidence for validity) related to the construct at stake. 

On the first level, in addition to the ratings of the performance of the pre-service teachers 

in the simulated conversations by trained observers based on the coding manual, the pre-

service teachers also self-assessed their performance in questionnaires and the simulated 

parents rated the performance of the pre-service teachers on a rating scale. The coding 

manual for the independent observers, the self-assessment questionnaire and the rating 

scale are theoretically based on the Munich Model of Communication Competence in 

Parent-Teacher Conversation. Their development is described in 7.3, 7.4 and 7.5. Besides 

these three ratings, independent observers rated a subsample of 20 simulated conversations 

with six adapted coding manuals from the medical domain. The adaptation of the medical 

coding manuals is described in 7.7. 

The second level of the multimethod measurement investigates the relations between the 

results of the observer ratings, the self-assessments of the pre-service teachers and the 

ratings of the simulated parents with external criteria that might be related to the communi-
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cation competence of pre-service teachers in conversations with parents17 and the results of 

the pre-service teachers in a situational judgment test on parent-teacher conversation18. 

Figure 5 provides an overview of the different components of the multimethod measure-

ment for the validation process of the simulated conversations. The independent observer 

ratings of the performance of the pre-service teachers in the simulated conversations (cen-

ter of Figure 5) should correlate (at different strengths cf. part C and chapter 15.4) with the 

other measurements and criteria gathered at the first and the second level of the multi-

method measurement. 

 

 

Figure 5. Components of the multimethod measurement for validating the results of the 

simulated conversations based on the independent observer ratings with the developed 

coding manual  

                                                 
17 For more information on the questionnaire inquiring after external criteria, see chapter 8.  
18 The situational judgment test was developed by Kiessling, Gartmeier, Iblher, Karsten, Kiesewetter, Möller, 
Wiesbeck, Zupanic & Fischer (in preparation) and is also based on the Munich Model of Communication 
Competence in Parent-Teacher Conversation. Further information on its development, form, content and 
fulfillment of psychometric quality criteria can be found in Kiessling and colleagues (in preparation). 
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1st level 2nd level
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7 Development of the Instruments 

In chapter 7 the development of the components of the simulated conversations as well as 

of the instruments employed for their validation is outlined in order of use. Pre-service 

Gymnasium teachers were selected as the instrument’s target group, since the analysis of 

German parent-teacher conversation praxis in chapter 2.2 has revealed that parents are 

least satisfied with the conversations with Gymnasium teachers. Thus, the role of parent-

teacher conversation in Gymnasium teacher education should be strengthened in particular. 

In the first step of the development process, the case vignettes were designed (7.1). Based 

on the case vignettes actors were recruited and trained (7.2). Subsequently, a coding manu-

al for the rating of the videotaped conversations by external observers was developed (7.3). 

Analogously, short coding manuals for the evaluation of the simulated conversations by 

the conversational partners and self-assessment questionnaires for the pre-service teachers 

were developed for rating the performance of the pre-service teachers immediately after 

each simulated conversation (7.4 / 7.5). After the pre-service teachers had conducted the 

simulated conversations, external observers were recruited and trained to rate the video-

taped conversations (7.6). In a last step, six coding manuals from the medical domain were 

adapted to the educational domain (7.7) and a subsample of the simulated conversations 

was rated with these instruments in order to investigate whether the correlational structure 

between the adapted medical instruments and the newly-developed coding manual corre-

sponds to theoretical expectations. 

7.1 Development of the Case Vignettes 

The Munich Model of Communication Competence in Parent-Teacher Conversation dis-

tinguishes three conversation types that teachers frequently encounter: shared decision 

making, handling complaints and breaking bad news (cf. chapter 3.3). For the case vi-

gnettes the situation type shared decision making was selected since the target group was 

pre-service teachers with comparatively little previous experience and the level of difficul-

ty was supposed to be appropriate for beginning learners. Shared decision making is sup-

posedly less challenging for pre-service teachers than handling complaints or breaking bad 

news because they consider their self-efficacy regarding shared decision making conversa-

tions as higher than regarding the other two conversation types (cf. chapter 8.1.2).  
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With regard to the adequate number of cases, practicability and requirements regarding 

reliability and validity were weighed (cf. chapter 5.1.3.1). Research on the employment of 

simulated conversations in teacher education shows that simulations can only realize their 

full potential if more than one simulation is provided, since the novelty of a participant’s 

first simulation often distracts him / her from the content of the simulation (cf. chapter 

5.2.3). However, the sample in this study was comparatively large and simulated conversa-

tions require time and money. Thus, for practicability reasons, as a start two case vignettes 

were developed. In line with medical guidelines (cf. chapter 5), the cases were based on 

real-life cases extrapolated in a preceding Delphi study by Gartmeier, Bauer, Noll and 

Prenzel (2012). In this Delphi study Gartmeier and colleagues (2012) questioned 23 Gym-

nasium teachers, with an average professional experience of 13.1 years, to extract typical 

situations, challenges and strategies in parent-teacher conversations. Routine cases with 

multiple opportunities to demonstrate core competence facets were chosen, since medical 

research on simulated conversations shows that this decreases the number of cases needed 

for a valid measurement (cf. chapter 5.1.3.1).  

In the pilot study both cases concerned students with poor school achievements, a situation 

likely to be experienced by teachers sooner or later during their professional career. In the 

main study one of these cases was substituted by another shared decision making case that 

concerns the counseling of parents with regard to the student’s choice of the scientific or 

linguistic branch in order to investigate the generalizability of the results of simulated 

conversations to other, similar situations. The choice between the linguistic and the scien-

tific branch is another situation most German teachers will face in their lives because most 

German Gymnasium students have to make this decision during their first two years. The 

choice of the linguistic or scientific branch as well as the dealing with poor marks decisive-

ly influences the future of the students. Thus, both cases comply with the three medical 

tenets for crafting cases. They are prevalent and are of social and instructional importance 

(cf. chapter 5.1.3.1).  

Similar to the cases crafted by Dotger and colleagues (cf. chapter 5.2.3), the case vignettes 

for the simulated parents consist of informational and interactional content. The first part 

of a case vignette consists of background information about the parent, such as age, educa-

tion level, domestic situation and relationship to the child. The next part outlines the ra-

tionale for the conversation and gives information about the student’s scholastic situation. 

The interactional content is subdivided into fixed content and triggers in an if-then format. 
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Fixed interactional content as well as triggers are comprised of verbal and nonverbal be-

haviors, e.g. types and degree of emotions to be portrayed via facial expressions or bodily-

kinesthetic positions. 

The case vignettes for the pre-service teachers are more general than the ones for the simu-

lated parents. The pre-service teachers are told to portray themselves or a future teacher 

version of themselves and to act according to their best professional knowledge. The 

teacher case vignettes describe a hypothetical student and give a rough idea about the ra-

tionale for the conversation. Moreover, they give information about the pedagogical con-

tent of the conversation, e.g. about the advantages and disadvantages of the scientific and 

linguistic branches. This information was given to ensure that all of the participating pre-

service teachers possessed the relevant pedagogical content knowledge to conduct the 

conversation since study participants came from different Bavarian universities and were 

in different semesters. The options provided for the shared decision making process are not 

per se better or worse. It is up to the pre-service teacher to elicit information from the par-

ent in order to ascertain which option fits the student best. Consequently, the focus of the 

assessment is on how the pre-service teachers conduct the conversations. The case vignette 

dealing with the choice of the scientific or linguistic branch is enclosed as an example in 

the appendix (cf. chapter 21.1). 

7.2 Recruitment and Training of the Simulated Parents 

For the pilot study four actors were recruited to portray parents. In the main study partici-

pant numbers were higher. Thus, six actors portrayed parents in the main study. Three of 

them had already been simulated parents in the pilot study. One pilot study actress had 

other appointments and was not available for all dates of the main study. In consequence, 

three new actors were recruited for the main study. The recruitment process took into ac-

count the four key factors for the recruitment of simulated patients proposed by Cleland 

and colleagues (2009): ability, suitability, conscientiousness and credibility (cf. chapter 

5.1.3.2). Five of the recruited people are professional actors and the sixth works as a simu-

lated patient, which suggests that all of them are able to serve as simulated parents (abil-

ity). During the recruitment process they were asked for their motives for participating 

(suitability) and had to assure that they would be available for all dates at which simulated 

conversations would take place (conscientiousness). Finally, applicants were screened and 
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selected with regard to case requirements, such as gender, age, demographics and personal 

background (credibility).  

For the training the actors were split into two groups according to the two case vignettes. 

The female actors acted out one case vignette and the male actors the other19. Training for 

each case lasted approximately two hours. The first part of the training consisted of a gen-

eral introduction to the concept and purpose of simulated conversations and the responsi-

bilities of being a simulated parent. In the second part of the training, the case vignette and 

its triggers were discussed in detail and the actors asked questions. The last part of the 

training consisted of trial runs. In order to provide a model for the simulated parents, the 

workshop leader20 acted out the first trial run. Each actor did at least one trial run. The 

simulated parents were advised to closely watch each other during the trial runs and to 

adjust their behavior and portrayal of the role to each other. Moreover, they were warned 

against cueing the pre-service teachers and becoming expert parents.  

The main difference between portraying patients and parents is that for authenticity pur-

poses, simulated conversations in the educational domain are less predictable and less 

standardized than in the medical domain (cf. chapter 5.2.4). Thus, in order to achieve a 

balance between reliability and validity, the simulated parents acted out a variety of possi-

ble responses and conversational directions. Moreover, they were encouraged to make up 

additional background information and to improvise if something unpredictable happened. 

It was stressed that the most important point was that they always stayed in character no 

matter what happened.  

In the main study the simulated parents additionally received a short introduction to the 

rating scale on which they had to judge the performance of the pre-service teachers in the 

simulated conversations (cf. chapter 7.4). They were told to rate each conversation but 

were asked not to give any feedback to the study participants. Since the two simulated 

conversations took place immediately after each other, the quality and kind of feedback to 

the first conversation could have influenced the performance in the second. Moreover, the 

simulated parents were informed that study participation was voluntary and poor grades on 

the rating scale would not have negative consequences for the pre-service teachers. Main 

study participants received detailed feedback and access to their videos in a follow-up 

study supervised by the author of this dissertation (Altmann, 2014). 

                                                 
19 A systematic variation of gender and case vignette was not possible in this study but is planned for future 
research in order to single out possible effects of gender.  
20 Author of this dissertation 
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The final guideline for the training of the simulated parents is included in the appendix (cf. 

chapter 24.2). It is slightly more comprehensive than the training of the simulated parents 

described in this chapter since it was revised based on the results of the pilot study and 

some additional components, such as video analysis of pilot study conversations and criti-

cal phases and incidents in the conversation, were added. The refinement of the training of 

the simulated parents is described in chapter 13.2.  

7.3 Construction of the Coding Manual  

As outlined in chapter 5.1.3.4, the choice of low or high inference methods for assessing 

the performance in simulated conversations depends on the raters, the amount of training 

they receive and the purpose of the results. In this dissertation the results should provide 

information about the communication competence of pre-service teachers in conversations 

with parents. Since this requires a qualitative assessment of performance, rating scales 

were preferred over symbol systems or category systems. As a consequence, the raters 

needed a large amount of training (cf. chapter 7.5).  

The development of the coding manual, the corresponding rater training and the coding of 

the videos followed the guidelines set up in Seidel and colleagues (2005): In a first step, a 

theoretical foundation for the development of the coding manual and the rating scales was 

selected, the Munich Model of Communication Competence in Parent-Teacher Conversa-

tion (cf. chapter 3.3). Since Franke (2005) suggests that identifying the structure and the 

relations between different competence facets allows diagnosing competencies in a more 

differentiated way, the scale communication competence in parent-teacher conversations 

was partitioned into three subscales: structuring the conversation, problem solving and 

establishing a relationship with the conversational partner according to the competence 

facets of the model. This proceeding is in line with the findings by Hertel (2009), discussed 

in chapter 3.2.3, which suggest that the communication competence of teachers in conver-

sations with parents is three-dimensional.  

Subsequently, in line with Seidel and colleagues (2005), the sampling strategy was selected 

(event sampling) and items for the three rating scales were deduced from the underlying 

theoretical model. In total 18 items were developed, six for each rating scale / competence 

area. Three of these items are global items targeting the entire competence facets, structur-

ing the conversation, problem solving and establishing an interpersonal relationship. The 

rest of the items were deduced from a construct map that singled out sub learning goals in 
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the three competence areas, like coming to a concrete agreement at the end of the conver-

sation as part of the competence facet problem solving.  

For each item a description of its characteristics and its competence levels including indi-

cators, examples and handling instructions for coding were developed, with recourse to the 

theoretical model and the video material, and included in the coding manual in order to 

increase reliability (Langer & Schulz von Thun, 2007; Seidel et al., 2005). The items com-

prise five competence levels which roughly correspond to German school grades (1 = very 

good - 5 = fail). If the coding manual is used for summative purposes, the pass / fail re-

quirement should be that pre-service teachers score on average four or better in all of the 

three competence areas, since this is the minimum requirement to successfully conduct a 

parent-teacher conversation. The non-compensatory approach should be chosen since even 

an extremely well-structured conversation will not satisfy parents if no interpersonal rela-

tionship is established or vice versa.  

The items were validated with recourse to video material and by comparing various expert 

judgments (discussion of the items in a group of four experts with 2-15 years of experience 

in teaching and researching on communication competence; three of them were from the 

educational and one from the medical domain). The coding manual for the pilot study and 

the revised version for the main study (cf. chapter 14) are enclosed in the appendix (cf. 

chapter 24.3 / 21.4). 

7.4 Construction of the Rating Scale for the Simulated Parents 

The rating scale for the simulated parents consists of the three global items of the compe-

tence facets from the coding manual for the external observers. The items are exactly the 

same apart from an adaption of the perspective, e.g. the teacher established a good rela-

tionship with me. The rating scale for the simulated parents is included in the appendix (cf. 

chapter 24.5).  

It is challenging for simulated conversational partners to play a role and rate the conversa-

tion at the same time (cf. chapter 5.1). Thus, the conversational partners only rated the 

performance of the pre-service teachers in the main study after the pilot study analysis had 

shown that the actors were able to adequately portray their characters. 
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7.5 Construction of the Self-Assessment Questionnaire for the 

Pre-Service Teachers  

For the pilot study seven of the 18 items of the coding manual for the external raters were 

adapted and made into a self-assessment questionnaire for the pre-service teachers 

(α = .91). The items represent the three competence areas, structuring the conversation (2 

items, α = .70), problem solving (4 items, α = .85) and establishing a positive relationship 

to the conversational partner (1 item). For the main study three more items of the coding 

manual were adapted and added to the self-assessment questionnaire for the pre-service 

teachers (α = .83) so that the subscales for all three competence areas consisted of a similar 

number of items: structuring the conversation (3 items, α = .69), problem solving (4 items, 

α = .65) and establishing a positive relationship to the conversational partner (3 items, 

α = .73). The pre-service teachers had to rate their performance on 4-point Likert scales, 

with higher values indicating better performance; e.g. I succeeded in coming to a concrete 

agreement with my conversational partner. The final version of the self-assessment ques-

tionnaire for the pre-service teachers is enclosed in the appendix (cf. chapter 24.5). 

7.6 Recruitment and Training of the Raters  

Two teachers and three psychologists in training were recruited as potential raters for the 

coding of the simulated conversations. All of these potential raters participated in a com-

munication training for parent-teacher conversations in order to adjust their previous 

knowledge to each other. Subsequently, they took part in a two-day rater training based on 

video-taped simulated conversations. The first part of the rater training consisted of six 

components, like a discrimination training (Langer & Schulz von Thun, 2007), a concept 

training (Langer & Schulz von Thun, 2007; Seidel et al., 2005) or an introduction to fre-

quent rater errors (Wirtz & Caspar, 2002). In the discrimination training, the first compo-

nent of the rater training, the raters had to sort five videos with regard to the quality of the 

performance of the pre-service teachers in the simulated parent-teacher conversations 

(Langer & Schulz von Thun, 2007). The five videos comprised a very good conversation 

as well as a poor conversation and some mediocre conversations. This training component 

aimed at imparting a feeling for the range of performance to expect and the corresponding 

appropriate scoring (Langer & Schulz von Thun, 2007). In the concept training, the coding 

manual was introduced and the raters had to assign the observed behavior to items and 
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competence levels (Langer & Schulz von Thun, 2007; Seidel et al., 2005). In the introduc-

tion to frequent rater errors, these errors were presented and strategies for avoiding them 

were discussed. For an overview of the entire rater training and all six training components 

see appendix 24.7. Videos were rated and discussed in group until all raters, a participating 

expert who had also contributed in the validation process of the coding manual and the 

workshop leader, stated to have no more questions and a common theoretical understand-

ing (cf. Seidel et al., 2005). During the group discussion the coding manual was slightly 

revised, e.g. coding rules were differentiated or introduced additionally and more examples 

were included where needed (cf. Seidel et al., 2005).  

After the first part of the rater training, the five potential raters, the expert and the work-

shop leader coded ten videos in a trial run. All raters had one week to code the videos in-

dependently from each other. The video coding lasted around eight to ten hours for all ten 

training videos. The order of the videos was randomized for the trial run as well as for all 

other analyses in order to avoid primacy-recency and other sequence effects (Wirtz 

& Caspar, 2002). Inter-rater agreement was calculated with intraclass correlations (cf. 

chapter. 9). After the trial run inter-rater agreement across all seven raters and all items of 

the coding manual was ICC = .84. The raters reached the set cut-off point of ICC = .60 (cf. 

chapter 9) for all but two items21. Table 2 shows the inter-rater agreement sorted by items. 

                                                 
21 The raters were particularly retrained for these two items in the second part of the rater training. 
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Table 2 

Inter-rater agreement across seven raters after the trial run sorted by items 

Item ICC 

Global rating  

Structuring the conversation .79 

Problem solving .92 

Establishing a relationship to the conversational partner .66 

Structuring the conversation  

Detectability of the SDM conversational phases  .86 

Adequacy of the length of the SDM conversational phases .89 

Correctness of the order of the SDM conversational phases .84 

Use of metacommunication .91 

Proportion of participation of both conversational partners .36 

Problem solving  

Successful establishment of common ground .89 

Comprehensibility of the presented options .90 

Quality of cooperation in the negotiation process .73 

Coming to a concrete agreement .88 

Subject-specific performance .95 

Establishing a positive relationship with the conversational partner  

Unconditional positive regard .76 

Authenticity .82 

Empathy .72 

Conversational climate .87 

Nonverbal behavior -.70 

Note. SDM = shared decision making; ICC = intraclass correlation.  
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In order to choose two raters for the coding process, inter-rater agreement for all possible 

pairs of raters, always in combination with the expert and the workshop leader, was calcu-

lated. Table 3 displays the inter-rater agreement across all items for all possible rater com-

binations: 

 

Table 3 

Total inter-rater agreement for every possible rater pair and the two experts after the trial 

run 

Rater 1&2 1&3 1&4 1&5 2&3 2&4 2&5 3&4 3&5 4&5 

 

ICC 

 

.80 

 

.75 

 

.85 

 

.76 

 

.73 

 

.84 

 

.74 

 

.78 

 

.69 

 

.79 

Note. ICC = intraclass correlation. 

 

The results in Table 3 show that all possible rater pairs achieved an inter-rater agreement 

higher than the targeted cut-off point of ICC = .60 (cf. chapter 9). This indicates that the 

rater training adequately prepared the raters for applying the coding manual and rating 

video-taped simulated conversations. The rater pairs 1&4 and 2&4 achieved the highest 

inter-rater agreement. Since rater four would not have been available for the entire time 

period required, rater one and two with the third highest inter-rater agreement were chosen 

for the coding of the pilot study videos.  

In the second part of the rater training, the two selected raters, the expert and the workshop 

leader discussed the ratings in detail and fine-tuned them based on empirical analysis. In a 

first step, the inter-rater agreement was targeted with particular emphasis and discussion of 

the two items that had an inter-rater agreement below the cut-off point (ICC = .60, cf. 

chapter 9) after the trial run. Subsequently, the leniency / strictness of the four raters was 

equalized. In the trial runs the expert (M = 2.49, SD = 1.00) and the workshop leader 

(M = 2.51, SD = 1.03) had been slightly stricter than the raters: rater 1 (M = 2.09, 

SD = 1.05), rater 2 (M = 2.11, SD = 0.73). Means for all items were discussed and an addi-

tional rule was set up for those items in which the raters had been less strict than the expert 

and the workshop leader: If in doubt, they should go for the stricter score. Frequency anal-

yses showed that rater 1 did not utilize the entire scale (she never scored a five) while all 

others did. In consequence, video sequences for which the three other raters had scored a 
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five were watched again in group and criteria for scoring a five (=fail) were set up. Moreo-

ver, video ratings were graphically analyzed and extreme cases were discussed in order to 

single out where and why ratings diverged. In order to further calibrate the raters, ratings 

were also compared to sample solutions. For an overview of all contents of the second rater 

training see chapter 23.7. All videos that had been used for rater training were excluded 

from the following data analysis (Seidel et al., 2005). Inter-rater agreement was calculated 

again after 50% and after 100% of the videos had been scored (cf. chapter 10.1).  

7.7 Adaptation of six Coding Manuals From the Medical Do-

main 

Since simulated conversations are a widespread and frequently used method in the medical 

domain (cf. chapter 5.1), multiple coding manuals to rate physician-patient encounters are 

in use. The tEACH Assessment subgroup (2012) lists 64 worldwide. The existing instru-

ments vary considerably regarding the targeted instrument user, the content, the design, the 

evidence provided for the fulfillment of psychometric quality criteria and the theoretical 

background. However, there are few studies that compare them and there is little agree-

ment on the ideal one (Schirmer et al., 2005). Six frequently used medical coding manuals 

- SEGUE (set the stage, elicit information, give information, understand the patient’s per-

spective, end the encounter), OPTION (observing patient involvement in decision making), 

Common Ground, EPSCALE (Explanation and Planning Scale), LUCAS (Liverpool Un-

dergraduate Communication Assessment) and BGR (Berliner Global Rating) are selected 

for the multimethod measurement in the present study. Their use provides convergent and 

discriminant evidence for the validity of measurements with the newly-developed coding 

manual.  

SEGUE and OPTION are part of the multimethod measurement because SEGUE is one of 

the most frequently used checklists (Makoul, 2001b) and OPTION one of the most fre-

quently used global ratings (Edgcumbe, Silverman, & Benson, 2012). Common Ground 

was chosen because reaching common ground is one part of the coding manual developed 

to rate the simulated conversations in this dissertation. Since explaining possible options to 

the conversational partner is another component of the newly-developed coding manual, 

EPSCALE was selected. LUCAS tries to identify problematic rather than excellent com-

munication (Huntley et al., 2012). It is included in the multimethod measurement because 

it approaches communication competence from a completely different, complementary 
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perspective and, thus, might provide discriminant evidence for validity. The BGR is finally 

part of the multimethod measurement because it is a very economic global rating often 

used in the German context.  

In chapter 7.7.1 the content and design of the instruments is compared and the state of 

research for each instrument is discussed. Subsequently, it is outlined how the instruments 

were adapted to parent-teacher conversations. Lastly, hypotheses about the correlational 

structure between the newly-developed coding manual and the six adapted medical instru-

ments are set up based on the content, design and research findings of the instruments. 

7.7.1 Content, Design and State of Research on the Medical Instruments  

The content and design of the six instruments is depicted in Table 4. Most medical instru-

ments are either based on the Kalamazoo Consensus Statement (Makoul, 2001a) or on the 

Calgary-Cambridge Guides (Kurtz, Silverman, Benson, & Draper, 2003). The Kalamazoo 

Consensus Statement was derived from a multidisciplinary panel of experts that defined 

seven essential elements with evidence of their positive effect on physician-patient com-

munication: 1) establishing rapport, 2) opening the discussion, 3) gathering information, 4) 

understanding the patient’s perspective of illness, 5) sharing information, 6) reaching 

agreement on problems and plans and 7) providing closure to the conversation (Makoul, 

2001a). The Calgary-Cambridge Guides are an overall framework in which to organize the 

numerous skills of communication (Kurtz et al., 2003). It identifies 70 core evidence-based 

communication process skills that fit into the framework (Kurtz et al., 2003). This skills 

repertoire is meant to be used as required; it is not a list to be strictly followed in every 

encounter (Kurtz et al., 2003). The first part of the guides deals with interviewing the pa-

tient, the second part with explanation and planning and the third one is a content guide 

(Schirmer et al., 2005). There is a cross-reference to the Kalamazoo Consensus Statement 

(Makoul, 2001a) or the Calgary-Cambridge Guides (Kurtz et al., 2003) in the respective 

subchapters following the overview chart if an instrument is based on one of the two. Also 

in the following subchapters, research findings on the different instruments are summed up 

focusing on inter-rater agreement / objectivity of scoring, internal consistency / reliability 

and different types of evidence for validity.  
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Table 4 

Six instruments for assessing physician-patient encounters 

 SEGUE OPTION Common Ground EPSCALE LUCAS BGR 

Aim Assess commu-

nication skills 

  

 

Observe patient involvement in 

decision making 

Assess communication 

skills 

Assess communication 

skills in explanation and 

planning 

Assess whether 

communication 

meets the needs of 

patients  

Assess commu-

nication compe-

tence 

Content Set the stage, 

elicit infor-

mation, give 

information, 

understand the 

patient’s per-

spective, 

end the encoun-

ter 

Identifying the problem, offer-

ing and eliciting the patient’s 

desire for shared decision mak-

ing, providing and explaining 

options, exploring patient’s 

expectations and concerns, 

securing the understanding of 

the conversational partner, 

indicating the need for decision-

making and reviewing the deci-

sion 

Rapport, information 

management, agenda 

setting, active listening, 

addressing feelings, 

reaching common 

ground, family inter-

viewing skills and glob-

al performance 

Building the relationship 

between patient and clini-

cian, providing the appro-

priate information for the 

patient, aiding accurate 

recall and understanding, 

and achieving a shared 

understanding 

General skills, 

respect and empa-

thy, questions, 

giving infor-

mation 

Response to 

patient’s feelings 

and needs, 

degree of coher-

ence in the 

interview, 

verbal expres-

sion, 

non-verbal 

expression  

Design Checklist with a 

nominal (yes/no) 

scale 

Global 4-point rating scales 

with 12 items 

Checklist, number of 

occurrences & global 5-

point rating scale 

Global 4-point rating 

scale with 15 items 

Global 4-point 

rating scale with 

12 items  

Global 5-point 

rating scale with 

4 items 

Language English English & German English English & German English English & Ger-

man  
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SEGUE 

SEGUE is a research-based checklist of medical communication tasks (Makoul, 2001b), 

which has been used for 15 years (Skillings et al., 2010) and adheres to the generic com-

munication skills emphasized by the consensus statements of Toronto and Kalamazoo (cf. 

chapter 5.1.3.4) (Schirmer et al., 2005). It has a high degree of acceptability (Makoul, 

2001b) and its easy usability is positively highlighted (Skillings et al., 2010). Due to its 

nominal scale and clear coding rules, inter-rater agreement for SEGUE is high when simu-

lated patients are scoring performance immediately after live encounters and also when 

coders are evaluating videotaped or audiotaped encounters (Makoul, 2001b). Intra-rater 

agreement is high and there is evidence for its internal consistency / reliability (Makoul, 

2001b). There is some evidence for validity gathered via an expert review process (Ma-

koul, 2001b). There are also moderate correlations with related other variables, such as 

patient satisfaction (Makoul, 2001b), that provide some criterion-based evidence for validi-

ty. However, SEGUE is also criticized substantially with regard to evidence for validity 

(Skillings et al., 2010). SEGUE was unable to detect longitudinal improvement in commu-

nication scores of students while qualitative ratings from faculty members did show im-

provements (Skillings et al., 2010).  

OPTION 

OPTION is a very frequently used global scale observing patient involvement in shared 

decision making (Edgcumbe et al., 2012; Elwyn et al., 2005). There are several versions of 

the OPTION scale including two German ones (Hirsch et al., 2012; Keller et al., 2013). 

Inter-rater agreement with OPTION is good (Elwyn et al., 2005). The OPTION scale is 

internally consistent / reliable (Elwyn et al., 2005). There is also evidence for OPTION’s 

validity since factor analyses confirmed the assumed internal structure for the English and 

the German version (Elwyn et al., 2005; Hirsch et al., 2012). Moreover, physicians with 

more expertise in shared decision making received higher ratings based on OPTION 

(Hirsch et al., 2012). Keller and colleagues (2013) tested a modified German version of the 

OPTION scale and showed that OPTION’s results are correlated to expert ratings, which is 

an indicator of the convergent validity of OPTION. 

Common Ground 

Common Ground tries to combine the merits of checklists and global assessments (Lang et 

al., 2004). It is linked to the consensus statements of Toronto and Kalamazoo (Lang et al., 
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2004). Inter-rater agreement for the total scale was high with agreement regarding the 

checklist being higher than for the global ratings (Lang et al., 2004). G-coefficients indi-

cated that assessment results are consistent across a number of cases (Lang et al., 2004). 

There is also evidence for validity. Common Ground was sensitive to competence differ-

ences between medical students in their first-year and in their fourth-year (Lang et al., 

2004). In addition, the correlation between the ratings of trained raters and a panel of inde-

pendent communication experts was high (Lang et al., 2004), which is a further indicator 

of the validity of Common Ground.  

EPSCALE 

EPSCALE aims at assessing the second part of a physician-patient interview where expla-

nations are provided to the patient and future proceeding is planned (Silverman, Archer, 

Gillard, Howells, & Benson, 2011). It is based on the Calgary-Cambridge Guides to con-

sultation, which contains 20 items on explanation and planning (Silverman et al., 2011). 

EPSCALE is internally consistent / reliable and according to a Generalizability study its 

results possess generalizability (Silverman et al., 2011). Validity was supported by a con-

sensus exercise and expert reviews (Silverman et al., 2011). Further findings also speak for 

the validity of EPSCALE: Factor analysis showed that EPSCALE broadly corresponds to 

the domains of the Calgary-Cambridge Guides (Edgcumbe et al., 2012) and Kiessling and 

colleagues (2013) tested a German version of EPSCALE and showed that EPSCALE’s 

results are significantly correlated to results attained with OPTION and the Berliner Global 

Rating. 

LUCAS 

LUCAS tries to move the primary focus of examiners away from an assessment of stu-

dents’ enactment of certain skills to a judgment of how well students’ communication 

meets the need of patients (Huntley et al., 2012). To do so, the instrument aims at identify-

ing problematic rather than excellent communication (Huntley et al., 2012). Inter-rater 

agreement for LUCAS was good and the scale was internally consistent / reliable (Huntley 

et al., 2012). There is also evidence for the validity of LUCAS: LUCAS was able to dis-

criminate between performances of students at different levels (Huntley et al., 2012). 

Moreover, the dimensionality of LUCAS was tested with factor analysis and corresponded 

to the assumed internal structure (Huntley et al., 2012) and examiner ratings correlated 

with ratings by the simulated patients (Huntley et al., 2012).  
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Berliner Global Rating  

The Berliner Global Rating is based on the analytic global rating form developed by Hodg-

es and McIlroy (2003). The original version was slightly modified and translated into 

German (Scheffer, 2009). Inter-rater agreement between examiners, simulated patients and 

experts were high (Scheffer, 2009). An indicator of the validity of the Berliner Global 

Rating is that its results were highly correlated with results of the Calgary-Cambridge 

Guides and moderately with ratings of clinical skills (Scheffer, 2009). 

7.7.2 Adaptation of the Medical Instruments to the Educational Context 

The medical instruments were adapted to parent-teacher conversations by 17 pre-service 

teachers guided by the author of this dissertation. The pre-service teachers studied at the 

TUM School of Education in the last semester of their Bachelors and participated in two 

seminars on research-based learning in the winter term 2013/2014 and the summer term 

2014 led by the author of this dissertation. They worked together in groups of two-three 

persons. The pre-service teachers were instructed to adjust the terminology of the instru-

ments, e.g. teachers instead of physicians, and to transform items that did not apply to the 

educational context. In general, changes were only slight since the pre-service teachers 

received the guideline to stick to the medical instruments as close as possible. If applicable, 

the pre-service teachers also translated the instruments from English into German. With the 

final versions of the instruments each group of pre-service teachers conducted a rater train-

ing with their instrument. The rater training corresponded to a shortened version of part 

one (and optionally part two) of the rater training presented in chapter 7.6, which had been 

introduced to them in class. Training videos were excluded from further analyses. After the 

pre-service teachers had successfully completed the rater training and had presented the 

results from the rater training and / or trial runs in class, they rated a randomly selected 

subsample of 20 video-taped simulated conversations from the main study independently 

from each other in the same groups that had developed the instruments and participated in 

training together. Each video was watched one time only and then rated. Under the guid-

ance of the author of this dissertation, the pre-service teachers conducted intraclass correla-

tions to calculate their inter-rater agreement. Inter-rater agreement was above the set cut-

off point (ICC ≥ .60) for all rater groups. Table 5 provides an overview of inter-rater 

agreement across the entire subsample of 20 videos sorted by instrument.  



   

 
104 

Table 5 

Inter-rater agreement for the six adapted medical instruments 

 SEGUE OPTION Common 

Ground 

EPSCALE LUCAS BGR 

Raters 3 3 3 2 3 3 

ICC .77 .80 .85 .74 .62 .83 

 Note. ICC = intraclass correlation.  

 

While inter-rater agreement with all instruments was above the set cut-off point 

(ICC ≥ .60), it was lower with the instrument LUCAS than with the other instruments. The 

reason for this might be that it is easier for raters to judge whether pre-service teachers did 

a good job at conducting a parent-teacher conversation than whether their behavior was 

“borderline” or “unacceptable” (Huntley et al., 2012). The deficit-oriented approach that 

Huntley and colleagues (Huntley et al., 2012) pursue, to identify inappropriate behavior, 

was probably new and, thus, more challenging for the pre-service teachers who rated the 

videotaped conversations. 

7.7.3 Expected Correlational Structure Between the Adapted Medical In-

struments and the Newly-Developed Coding Manual 

The adapted medical instruments differ in content and design. Due to these differences, the 

strengths of the correlations between measurements with the newly-developed coding 

manual and measurements with different adapted medical instruments supposedly differ. 

That is, depending on content and design, the correlation between the newly-developed 

coding manual and instrument x is possibly stronger than between the newly-developed 

coding manual and instrument y. A correlational structure between the newly-developed 

coding manual and the six adapted medical instruments that corresponds to theoretical 

expectations would provide convergent and discriminant evidence for validity since some 

instruments are expected to correlate highly with the newly-developed instrument while 

others are expected to correlate only moderately or not at all (American Educational Re-

search Association et al., 2014). The expected correlational structure is outlined in the 

following.  
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All adapted medical instruments apart from SEGUE contain high inference rating scales. 

The newly-developed coding manual consists also of high inference rating scales and re-

search findings indicate that high inference rating scales are better at making qualitative 

assessments of competencies than checklists (cf. chapter 5.1.3.4). SEGUE is a checklist 

and seems to have a low discriminant validity with regard to communication competence 

(Skillings et al., 2010). Thus, it is probable that the correlation between SEGUE and the 

newly-developed coding manual is low or non-existent. 

In contrast, the highest correlation is expected between Common Ground and the newly-

developed coding manual because establishing common ground is a part of the newly-

developed coding manual. Moreover, the content of Common Ground coincides widely 

with the content of the newly-developed coding manual; e.g. agenda setting, active listen-

ing and addressing feelings are considered as important features by both coding manuals. 

Results of the Berliner Global Rating are probably highly correlated to results of the new-

ly-developed coding manual since the global rating scales of the Berliner Global Rating 

target, analogously to the newly-developed instrument, the competencies to structure a 

conversation and to establish a relationship.  

The correlation between OPTION and the newly-developed instrument is also expected to 

be medium to high. OPTION observes how patients are involved in shared decision mak-

ing conversations. The shared decision making process is also an important content of the 

newly-developed coding manual. 

A slightly lower correlation is expected between EPSCALE and the newly-developed 

instrument since one sub facet of the newly-developed instrument is explanation and plan-

ning, which is the main focus of EPSCALE. However, the focus of EPSCALE is far nar-

rower than the focus of the newly-developed coding manual. Thus, the correlation is 

expected to be low to medium. 

Between LUCAS and the newly-developed instrument a medium correlation is expected 

since both instruments focus on communication competence in general and feature similar 

content, such as respect or empathy for the conversational partner. However, since the two 

instruments investigate communication competence from opposite perspectives, LUCAS 

addresses in how far students do not meet the needs of patients, only a medium to low 

correlation is expected. 
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In sum, the following correlational structure between observer ratings with the newly-

developed coding manual and the adapted medical instruments is expected:  

Common Ground > BGR > OPTION > EPSCALE > LUCAS > SEGUE. 

The expected strength of the correlations is depicted in Table 6.  

 

Table 6 

Expected correlational structure between observer ratings based on the newly-developed 

coding manual and the six adapted medical instruments  

 
Common 

Ground 
BGR OPTION EPSCALE LUCAS SEGUE 

Coding 

manual 
+++ +++ ++ ++ ++ (+) 

Note. +++ = high correlation; ++ = medium correlation; (+) = weak correlation or no 

correlation. 

 

Apart from the correlations between the observer ratings based on the adapted medical 

instruments and on the newly-developed coding manual, correlations between a) the rat-

ings by the simulated parents and ratings with the adapted medical instruments and b) the 

self-assessments of the pre-service teachers and ratings with the adapted medical instru-

ments are also investigated in order to provide further evidence for convergent and discri-

minant validity. In general, it is expected that the correlational pattern between the ratings 

of the simulated parents and the ratings with the adapted medical instruments corresponds 

mainly to the expected correlational pattern between the observer ratings based on the 

coding manual and on the adapted medical instruments. However, the correlations between 

observer ratings based on the newly-developed coding manual and on the six adapted med-

ical instruments are expected to be higher than correlations between the ratings of the sim-

ulated parents and observer ratings with the six adapted medical instruments, since ratings 

by independent observers tend to be more reliable than ratings by conversational partners 

(cf. chapter 4). Lastly, correlations between ratings with the adapted medical instruments 

and self-assessments of the pre-service teachers are expected to be the lowest, since self-
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assessments tend to be less reliable and valid than observations by other persons (cf. chap-

ter 4). 

Since the medical instruments had already been applied and evaluated in the medical con-

text, they were not piloted again but only employed in the main study. All other instru-

ments and components of the simulated conversations, apart from the coding manual for 

the simulated parents (cf. 7.4), were tested in the pilot and reemployed in the main study. 
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8 Data Collection  

Data collection for this dissertation took place in the context of the project ProfKom-

Professionalisierung von zukünftigen ÄrztInnen und Lehrkräften im Bereich der Kommuni-

kationskompetenz. The interdisciplinary research project was conducted from 2009-2012 

under the direction of the School of Education of the TU München in cooperation with the 

KiMed Centre for Medical Education, Kiel University and the Institute for Medical Educa-

tion, LMU Munich. The aim of the project was to promote and assess the competence of 

pre-service physicians to communicate with patients and of pre-service teachers to com-

municate with parents, thereby evaluating whether it is possible to develop a communica-

tion training program that can promote communication competence in expert-layperson 

conversations across domains and singling out especially effective training components. 

The project was funded by the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research. For 

further information consult the project website: http://profkom.medizin.uni-kiel.de or 

Gartmeier and colleagues (2011; 2015). In the following, the sample and design of the pilot 

and the main study are described with focus on the simulated conversations in the educa-

tional domain which provided data for this dissertation. 

8.1 Pilot Study 

The pilot study took place in April 2011 at the TUM School of Education in Munich, Ger-

many. Training and assessment for the participants lasted one day. Participants could apply 

for any of four training days. Four classrooms were equipped with cameras and cam-

erapersons in order to videotape the simulated conversations. 

8.1.1 Research Design  

At the beginning of each day of the study, all participants filled out questionnaires cover-

ing, among other things, sociodemographic information, personal characteristics, anticipat-

ed self-efficacy regarding future parent-teacher conversations, previous knowledge, 

motivation and general information. The questionnaires consisted for the most part of 4-

point Likert-type scales with higher values indicating better performance. Some items had 

dichotomous answering categories (female / male; yes / no) or specific answering catego-

ries (type of school; subjects). After the completion of the questionnaires, the participating 
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pre-service teachers were randomly assigned to two different communication training pro-

grams for parent-teacher conversations in which they took part before they conducted the 

simulated conversations as an assessment at the end of the day. All training and assessment 

components were timed to keep preparation times the same for all study participants.  

Each pre-service teacher conducted two conversations, one with a simulated mother and 

one with a simulated father. Prior to the conversations the pre-service teachers received a 

short general introduction and 20 minutes to prepare both simulated conversations based 

on the two case vignettes. Group size during the preparation for the simulated conversa-

tions was four people. In order to keep testing conditions constant, the preparation for the 

simulated conversations was always conducted by the same person. After the preparation 

each pre-service teacher was assigned a conference room in which she or he received both 

parents successively. To preserve the anonymity of the participants, each participant held 

up a code for the camera at the beginning of the simulated conversation so that data could 

later be assigned appropriately to the questionnaire with the corresponding code. Once pre-

service teachers signaled that they were ready, the cameraperson cued the simulated par-

ents to enter. From this moment on the simulated conversations unfolded according to the 

case vignette of the simulated parent and the behavior of the pre-service teachers. Conver-

sations lasted around ten minutes, which was the approximate time frame participants were 

given before the conversation. The cameraperson displayed the remaining time after five 

and nine minutes. However, the pre-service teachers did not have to stop exactly after ten 

minutes but were supposed to bring the conversation to an end. When the simulated par-

ents had left, the pre-service teachers received five minutes to self-assess their performance 

in questionnaires (cf. chapter 7.5). Participants were separated from their peers until every-

body had completed the simulated conversations.  

Two trained raters (cf. chapter 7.3) rated all 98 videotaped conversations with the newly-

developed coding manual. Rating for one video took around 45 minutes. The raters 

watched each video three times, one time for each competence facet, structuring the con-

versation, problem solving and establishing a relationship. The raters did not know which 

type of communication training program the pre-service teachers had received in order to 

avoid expectancy effects.  
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8.1.2 Sample 

N = 49 pre-service Gymnasium teachers took part in the pilot study. 33 of them were fe-

male. The pre-service teachers were on average 23.20 years old (SD = 3.95) and enrolled in 

their 4th to 5th semester (M = 4.79, SD = 3.57) at Bavarian universities. 79.6% of the pre-

service teachers studied MINT22 subjects, 12.2% social sciences and 8.2% a combination 

of both. All but one of the pre-service teachers who studied social sciences or a combina-

tion of MINT and social sciences had at least one language as a main subject. All of the 

participants were born in Germany and reported German as their first language. 45.7% 

reported to have no previous knowledge with regard to conducting professional conversa-

tions. 43.4% reported having little to some previous knowledge and 10.9% reported having 

considerable previous knowledge.  

The pre-service teachers self-assessed their general communication competence prior to 

the communication training program as relatively high (M = 3.06, SD = 0.25). The scale 

general communication competence (α = .80) of the self-assessment questionnaire consist-

ed of subscales targeting broad competences that might be helpful for conducting conver-

sations, such as comprehensibility (6 items, α = .62), articulateness (7 items, α = .73), 

persuasiveness (4 items, α = .61) and empathy (7 items, α = .74). The pre-service teachers 

rated items such as “I am good at empathizing with others”.  

The self-concept of the pre-service teachers regarding their subjects of study was also 

comparatively high (M = 3.02, SD = 0.43). They answered items such as “The content of 

my study program does not pose difficulties for me”. The scale self-concept about subjects 

of study consisted of four items and had low reliability (α = .52). 

The pre-service teachers reported a medium level of anticipated self-efficacy (M = 2.53, 

SD = 0.30) for conducting future parent-teacher conversations. The scale anticipated self-

efficacy in conducting future parent-teacher conversations consisted of 15 items and was 

sufficiently reliable (α = .76). All items of the scale were introduced as follows: “How 

confident are you that you will be able to successfully handle the following challenges in 

future parent-teacher conversations?” E.g. “sympathetically deliver bad news to someone”. 

The anticipated self-efficacy of the pre-service teachers varied between types of conversa-

tions being the highest for shared decision making (M = 2.62, SD = 0.30), slightly lower 

for breaking bad news (M = 2.55, SD = 0.46) and the lowest for handling complaints 

                                                 
22 Comparable to STEM; MINT is an acronym for mathematics, informatics, natural sciences and technolo-
gy. 
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(M = 2.39, SD = 0.45). This finding confirms the assumption that shared decision making 

conversations are the easiest conversation type for pre-service teachers and, thus, a good 

starting point for beginning learners (cf. chapter 7.1). 

Participation in the study was voluntary. Participants received a certificate of participation 

and a 30 Euro voucher for their participation. Since participation was time-intensive and 

extra-curricular, participating students may have been motivated above average. The incen-

tives aimed at mitigating this bias. Before their participation, study participants received 

and signed a consent form that explained the purpose of the study and the utilization of 

their data, in particular, regarding the videotapes of the simulated conversations. Partici-

pants could withdraw their consent to use the data at any time, including after having par-

ticipated in the study and having received the voucher.  

8.2 Main Study 

The main study took place from March to July 2012 at the TUM School of Education in 

Munich, Germany. Training and assessment for the participants lasted again one day and 

participants could choose any of 10 dates. Six classrooms were equipped with cameras and 

camerapersons in order to videotape the simulated conversations. 

8.2.1 Research Design 

Data collection in the main study took place analogously to data collection in the pilot 

study (cf. chapter 8.1.1) apart from the following three changes. Firstly, at the beginning of 

each day the participating pre-service teachers were randomly assigned to three different 

communication training programs and a control group. Pre-service teachers who partici-

pated in one of the three communication training programs conducted the simulated con-

versations after training; study participants that were assigned to the control group 

conducted the simulated conversations before they participated in the training program. 

Secondly, the pre-service teachers did the situational judgment test on parent-teacher con-

versations before they conducted the simulated conversations. The third change was that 

not only the pre-service teachers self-assessed their performance but that the simulated 

parents also rated the performance of the pre-service teachers immediately after each simu-

lated conversation (cf. chapter 7.4). Figure 6 shows the research design of the main study. 
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Simulated parent (SP) one and three were female, simulated parent two and four were 

male.  

As in the pilot study, two trained raters rated the 192 videotaped conversations inde-

pendently from each other with the revised coding manual (cf. chapter 13.3). The rating 

process was blind, i.e. the raters did not know which type of communication training pro-

gram the pre-service teachers had received or if they had been in the control group in order 

to avoid expectancy effects. 
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8.2.2  Sample 

N = 96 pre-service teachers took part in the main study. 62 of them were female. The pre-

service teachers were on average 22.43 years old (SD = 3.70) and enrolled in their 4th to 5th 

semester (M = 4.62, SD = 2.96) at Bavarian universities. 89 were pre-service Gymnasium 

teachers. Seven studied for other types of schools but were individually admitted due to 

high interest. 52.1% of the pre-service teachers studied MINT subjects, 33% social scienc-

es and 14.9% a combination of both. All but one of the participants who studied social 

sciences had at least one language as a main subject. Around half of the pre-service teach-

ers who studied a combination of MINT subjects and social sciences had one language as a 

main subject. All but one of the participants were born in Germany and reported German 

as their first language. 16.7% reported to have grown up bilingual. 54.2 % reported having 

no previous knowledge with regard to conducting professional conversations. 38.6% re-

ported having little to some previous knowledge and 7.3% reported having considerable 

previous knowledge.  

As in the pilot study, the pre-service teachers self-assessed their general communication 

competence as relatively high (M = 3.06, SD = 0.28) prior to the communication training 

program. The scale general communication competence (23 items, α = .83) consisted of the 

subscales comprehensibility (6 items, α = .66), articulateness (7 items, α = .73), persua-

siveness (3 items, α = .65) and empathy (7 items, α = .75). The self-concept of the pre-

service teachers regarding their subjects of study was also again comparatively high 

(M = 2.99, SD = 0.39, 4 items, α = .52). 

As in the pilot study, participating students were possibly motivated above average since 

participation in the main study was again voluntary and extra-curricular. To mitigate this 

selection bias, participants received a certificate of participation and a 40 Euro voucher. As 

in the pilot study, they had to give their consent to the utilization of their data but could 

withdraw it anytime.  
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9 Data Analysis Pilot and Main Study 

With the pilot study data a first evaluation of the simulated conversations was conducted, 

via an investigation of research questions 1-6. Moreover, the pilot study analyses provided 

first results regarding research question 7, the relations of the simulated conversations to 

other measurements and external criteria. The analyses of research questions 1-6 were 

replicated with data from the main study. Due to the larger sample size and additional data, 

the main study rendered it possible to investigate research question 7 in more depth with 

additional measurements and statistical procedures. If not stated otherwise, the video rat-

ings by the independent observers form the basis for data analysis. 

The scales of the coding manual, the self-assessment questionnaires and the rating scales of 

the simulated parents are treated as interval scales. Multilevel rating scales can be treated 

as interval scales if the ends of the scales are bipolar extremes of a continuum (Wirtz 

& Caspar, 2002), which is the case for the scales in the coding manual and the rating scales 

of the simulated parents. Moreover, a variety of researchers argue for a pragmatic point of 

view and for the usage of parametric procedures even if the equidistance of interval scale 

points is moderately breached as long as the results make sense content-wise (Bortz 

& Döring, 2006; Uebersax, 2010; Wirtz & Caspar, 2002). In case of doubt, it is recom-

mended to complement parametric procedures with techniques for ordinally scaled varia-

bles (Bortz & Döring, 2006; Wirtz & Caspar, 2002). In line with this argumentation, the 

self-assessment questionnaires are also treated as interval scales and corresponding results 

are backed up with additional analyses for ordinally scaled variables.  

Research question 1 investigates whether the independent observers achieve a satisfactory 

inter-rater agreement with regard to the communication competence of pre-service teachers 

in simulated conversations with parents (objectivity of scoring). There is little consensus 

about what statistical methods are best to analyze rater agreement. Uebersax (2010) argues 

that the choice of methods depends on the purpose of the analysis, the scaling of the data 

and the number of raters. For Likert-type items and interval-level data, he recommends 

employing the Pearson correlation coefficient for two raters and for two or more raters 

intraclass correlations (ICCs) (Uebersax, 2010). Intraclass correlations assess rater agree-

ment by comparting the variability of different ratings of the same subject to the total vari-

ation across all ratings and all subjects (Uebersax, 2010). In line with the recommendation 

by Uebersax (2010), intraclass correlations were conducted in order to calculate the inter-
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rater agreement with regard to the performance of the pre-service teachers in the simulated 

conversations. To enable generalization to the population of possible raters, the second 

class of intraclass correlations (ICC C,K) was used (Mc Graw & Wong, 1996). For interval 

scales absolute rater agreement is usually not required and reasonable since the underlying 

construct is continuous (Wirtz & Caspar, 2002). Consequently, the consistency agreement 

was calculated. According to existing guidelines, the cut-off point for a good inter-rater 

agreement was set to an ICC of .60 (Cicchetti, 1994; LeBreton & Senter, 2008). The litera-

ture on high inference ratings shows that it is difficult to achieve a high inter-rater agree-

ment (cf. chapter 5.1.3.4). Thus, it is recommended to take into account the importance and 

difficulty of the measurement, the alternatives for measuring the construct at stake and 

further factors when judging whether a coefficient is adequate (Wirtz & Caspar, 2002).  

Research question 2 aims at eliciting whether the internal structure of the data matches 

the structure of the theoretical construct, the Munich Model of Communication Compe-

tence in Parent-Teacher Conversation (evidence of validity). In order to investigate re-

search question 2, confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) were conducted. In line with the 

Munich Model of Communication Competence, general communication competence was 

modelled as a second order factor and the three competence facets, structuring the conver-

sation, problem solving and establishing a relationship to the conversational partner, as 

first order factors. Robust maximum likelihood estimation was chosen because data were 

not normally distributed (Brown, 2006). The analyses were conducted with two data sets, 

one with all study participants and one without outliers (Schreiber, Nora, Stage, Barlow, & 

King, 2006). There were only slight differences that did not lead to substantively different 

conclusions. Thus, only results from the complete data set are reported. The recommended 

sample size for factor analyses is N  ≥  100, the larger the sample size is, the better (Kyria-

kides & Charalambous, 2014). Due to the small sample size in the pilot study, factor anal-

yses were conducted at conversation level (N = 90) and backed with analyses with the two 

conversations clustered at person level (N = 49). Model fit indices and factor loadings at 

conversation and person level were very similar and did not lead to substantively different 

conclusions. Thus, only results for analyses at conversation level are reported. Due to the 

larger sample size in the main study, confirmatory factor analyses were only calculated 

with the two conversations clustered at person level. 

Research question 3 targets the reliability of the scales of the newly-developed coding 

manual. In order to investigate research question 3, two different types of reliability coeffi-
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cients were calculated to determine the internal consistency of the scales (American Educa-

tional Research Association et al., 2014); firstly, Cronbachs Alpha through  intraclass cor-

relations (Mc Graw & Wong, 1996) and, secondly, composite reliability via confirmatory 

factor analyses (Raykov & Marcoulides, 2011). Composite reliability is a relatively new 

way to calculate reliability, which was introduced in the context of factor analysis (Raykov 

& Marcoulides, 2011). It has the advantage that it has less severe preconditions than other 

types of reliability calculations, like test-retest or alternate forms approaches, and is more 

accurate than the frequently used Cronbachs Alpha (Raykov & Marcoulides, 2011). Both 

reliability coefficients were calculated for the entire scale communication competence in 

parent-teacher conversations as well as for the three subscales, structuring the conversa-

tion, problem solving and establishing a positive relationship to the conversational partner.  

Research question 4 investigates whether the different actors who portrayed parents had 

an effect on the self-assessed or observer-rated performance (objectivity of application). 

The self-assessment questionnaires respectively video ratings were divided into four (pilot 

study) / six (main study) groups according to the actors performing the simulated conversa-

tions. Levene tests confirmed variance homogeneity for both pilot and main study data for 

both overall communication competence and the three competence facets. Analyses of 

variances (ANOVAs) were run for communication competence and all three competence 

areas to check to what extent the mean self-assessed and observer-rated performance var-

ied between groups.  

Research question 5 focuses the influence of the case vignettes on the performance of the 

pre-service teachers and, in line with this, the generalizability of the results of simulated 

conversations. Thus, correlational analyses between the average results of conversation one 

and two were conducted. Moreover, it was investigated whether the case vignettes were 

equally difficult or if the different case vignettes had an effect on the self-assessed or ob-

server-rated performance. The self-assessment questionnaires and the video ratings were 

each distributed into two groups according to the case vignette the simulated conversation 

was based on. Levene tests confirmed variance homogeneity for both pre- and main study 

data from the self-assessment questionnaires and the observer-ratings of the pilot study. 

Independent samples t-tests for overall communication competence and all three compe-

tence areas were conducted to evaluate if the mean self-assessed / observer-rated perfor-

mance varied between groups. Variance homogeneity could not be confirmed for the main 

study observer-ratings. Hence, the respective analyses were repeated with the Mann-
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Whitney U Test for non-parametric data. Since results were very similar and did not lead to 

substantively different conclusions, only the results of the t-tests are reported. 

Research question 6 examines the response processes of the pre-service teachers (evi-

dence of validity). The pre-service teachers rated the perceived authenticity of the simulat-

ed conversations on 4-point Likert-type items. A descriptive analysis of these items was 

conducted to elicit to what degree the pre-service teachers perceived the conversations as 

authentic and behaved as if in real situations.  

Research question 7 explores the correspondence of the relations between the results of 

simulated conversations and other variables and measurements to theoretical expectations 

(evidence of validity). With the pilot study data, correlations between ratings by the inde-

pendent observers, self-assessments of the pre-service teachers and external criteria were 

analyzed through bivariate correlational analyses. With the main study data, correlations 

between ratings by the independent observers, self-assessments of the pre-service teachers 

and, additionally, ratings by the simulated parents were examined through correlational 

analyses. Moreover, the correlations of these three measurements with the results in a situ-

ational judgment test on parent-teacher conversations and external criteria were calculated. 

The selected external criteria comprised Abitur grade, current semester, previous 

knowledge and self-assessed communication competence (before the simulated conversa-

tions). In a third step, the correlational pattern of the results of the independent observer 

ratings, the ratings by the simulated parents and the self-assessments of the pre-service 

teachers with the results of the six adapted medical instruments was investigated with cor-

relational analyses (cf. chapter 7.7). In a last step, a multitrait-multimethod-matrix for the 

independent observer ratings, the ratings of the simulated parents and the self-assessments 

of the pre-service teachers was developed based on correlational analyses.  

The confirmatory factor analyses were conducted with Mplus 7.1 (Muthén & Muthén, 

1998-2013). All other analyses were conducted with IBM SPSS Statistics 22. There were 

missing data due to not readable or truncated video files or missing values in question-

naires. In the pilot study eight videos (≤ 8%) and two self-assessment questionnaires 

(≤ 2%) had to be excluded. In the main study six videos (≤ 3.2%) were not readable and 

were excluded from data analysis. Five participants had missing values on one of the sub-

scales of the self-assessment questionnaire (≤ 2.6%). Analyses were only run for subscales 

that had complete values. Missing values were excluded listwise.  
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E Results - Pilot Study  

This part presents the results of the pilot study. In the subsequent part F, the analyses of the 

pilot study are replicated with the main study data and results from additional analyses are 

outlined. According to the subdivision of the research questions, the presentation of the 

results of the pilot study is also subdivided into two parts: firstly, an analysis of the funda-

mental aspects of building scores, that is, clarifying inter-rater agreement, the factorial 

structure and the reliability with which the factors are measured and, secondly, in-depth 

analyses that are based on the fundamental analyses and inquire more deeply into im-

portant aspects of the main psychometric quality criteria. Subsequently, the pilot study 

results are discussed and implications for the refinement of the simulated conversations 

with regard to the main study are deduced.  

Basic and in-depth analyses can be assigned to the research questions and psychometric 

quality criteria as follows. Basic analyses: The calculation of inter-rater agreement through 

intraclass correlations provides information about the objectivity of scoring (research ques-

tion 1). A confirmatory factor analysis reveals to what degree the internal structure of the 

data matches the theoretical construct and provides evidence of validity (research question 

2). The reliability of the coding manual is estimated with intraclass correlations, which 

provide information about the internal consistency of the scales and with a confirmatory 

factor analysis, which reveals the composite reliability of the factors (research question 3) 

(Raykov & Marcoulides, 2011). In-depth analyses: ANOVAs show whether the different 

simulated parents have an effect on the performance of the pre-service teachers and render 

information about the objectivity of application (research question 4). A correlational anal-

ysis shows to what degree the results in two simulated conversation are related to another 

and t-tests show whether the two case vignettes are equally difficult. The correlational 

analysis and the t-tests provide information with regard to the influence of the case vi-

gnettes and the generalizability of the results of simulated conversations (research question 

5). A descriptive analysis of the perceived authenticity of the simulated conversations 

provides first evidence of the response processes of pre-service teachers in simulated par-

ent-teacher conversations (research question 6). Lastly, a multimethod measurement re-

veals whether correlations between the observer-ratings of the performance of pre-service 

teachers in simulated conversations and other measurements and variables match the hy-

pothesized correlation pattern and provides evidence of the validity of the measurement 

(research question 7). 
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10  Basic Analyses 

10.1 Consistent Inter-Rater Agreement - Objectivity of Scoring  

The analyses regarding the first research question investigate whether the two trained ob-

servers, who rated the N = 90 video-taped simulated conversations of the pilot study with 

the newly-developed coding manual independently from each other, achieved a satisfacto-

ry inter-rater agreement (cf. chapter 7.3 and chapter 7.6). To check the inter-rater agree-

ment intraclass correlations were calculated after the observers had rated 50% and 100% of 

the videos. The coding manual consisted of 18 high inference 5-point Likert-type items. 

Inter-rater agreement across all 18 items was ICC = .81 after 50% and ICC = .83 after 

100% of the video analysis. Inter-rater agreement was higher than the set-cut off point 

(ICC = .60) for all items. Table 7 shows the inter-rater agreement for all individual items 

after 50% and 100% of the video analysis. 
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Table 7 

Inter-rater agreement pilot study 

Item ICC 50% ICC 100%

Global rating items   

Structuring the conversation .87 .90 

Problem solving .89 .88 

Establishing a relationship to the conversational partner .81 .81 

Structuring the conversation   

Detectability of the SDM conversational phases  .87 .90 

Adequacy of the length of the SDM conversational phases .73 .79 

Correctness of the order of the SDM conversational phases .63 .79 

Use of metacommunication .66 .77 

Proportion of participation of both conversational partners .65 .68 

Problem solving   

Successful establishment of common ground .65 .69 

Comprehensibility of the presented options .85 .87 

Quality of cooperation in the negotiation process .80 .80 

Coming to a concrete agreement .84 .84 

Subject-specific performance .89 .90 

Establishing a positive relationship with the conversational partner   

Unconditional positive regard .71 .74 

Authenticity .89 .82 

Empathy .87 .89 

Conversational climate .89 .89 

Nonverbal behavior .85 .82 

Note. SDM = shared decision making; ICC = intraclass correlation.  
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10.2  Fit of the Data to the Theoretical Construct - Internal 

Structure 

Regarding research question 2, it was examined whether the data match the underlying 

theoretical construct, the Munich Model of Communication Competence in Parent-Teacher 

Conversation. The model assumes that communication competence is three-dimensional 

and comprises the competence facets, structuring the conversation, problem solving and 

establishing a relationship with the conversational partner (cf. chapter 3.3). Accordingly, 

the coding manual for rating the video-taped simulated conversations is subdivided into 

these three competence areas. First and second order confirmatory factor analyses based on 

the independent observer ratings with the coding manual were conducted to check whether 

the data fit the theoretical construct. Figure 7 shows the underlying measurement model for 

the first and second order confirmatory factor analyses. The three global rating items were 

not part of the analyses since they are located at a higher level of abstraction than the other 

items. 
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Figure 7. Measurement model for the confirmatory factor analyses of the pilot study 

A first order confirmatory factor analysis with the three factors, structuring the conversa-

tion, problem solving and establishing a relationship, produced only a moderate model fit 

(χ2(87) = 177.57, p ≤ 01, RMSEA = .11, CFI = .93, SRMR = .05). In order to improve the 

model fit, two items were excluded from the further analyses based on theoretical consid-

erations and modification indices: item 1.5 “adequacy of the proportion of participation of 

both conversational partners” and item 2.5 “subject-specific performance of the teacher”. 
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Item 1.5 was the only item of the competence facet structuring the conversation that did 

not directly refer to the shared decision making script which was the template for the learn-

ing goals for this competence facet. Item 2.5 was removed since it emphasizes subject-

specific competence more than communication competence.  

A first order confirmatory factor analysis based on the remaining 13 items indicates a 

three-dimensional solution. A model consisting of the three competence facets, structuring 

the conversation, problem solving and establishing a relationship to the conversational 

partner, has an acceptable model fit (cf. Table 8). Since the three factors of the model cor-

relate comparatively highly with each other, in particular the factors problem solving and 

establishing a relationship, the three-dimensional model was compared to a one-

dimensional model with a single factor communication competence. The one-dimensional 

model did not fit the data adequately (cf. Table 8). This finding and the theoretical founda-

tion of the model further support the three-dimensional solution.  

 

Table 8 

Fit indices of the one- and three-dimensional model of communication competence - pilot 

study 

Model  χ2 Df RMSEA CFI SRMR 

1-dimensional  234.37* 64 .17 .84 .06 

3-dimensional 97.60* 61 .08 .97 .05 

Note. χ2 = chi-square test; df = degrees of freedom; RMSEA = root mean squared error of 
approximation; CFI = comparative fit index; SRMR = standardized root mean squared 
residual; * p < .05.  

 

Based on the results of the first order confirmatory factor analyses, a second order con-

firmatory factor analysis was conducted with the selected 13 items. It showed that a hierar-

chical model with a second order factor, general communication competence, and three 

first order factors, structuring the conversation, problem solving and establishing a rela-

tionship to the conversational partner, has an acceptable model fit (χ2(61) = 96.24, p ≤ 01, 

RMSEA = .08, CFI = .97, SRMR = .05). The slight difference in the model fit indices of 

the theoretically equivalent first and second order model is due to the fact that the factor 
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problem solving had a negative residual variance in the second order model and, thus, this 

variance was restricted to greater than zero. The negative residual variance might be due to 

the high correlation between the factors problem solving and establishing a relationship. 

The model fit indices with exception of the significant chi-square indicate that the data fit 

the theoretical model. Brown (2006) recommends to always regard the chi-square in com-

bination with other fit indices since it is often criticized with regard to the fact that a varie-

ty of influence factors can compromise the statistical significance test of the model. Figure 

8 provides standardized parameter estimates and residuals for the second order model of 

communication competence. 

 

Figure 8. Results of the confirmatory factor analysis for the second order model of com-

munication competence 
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The residual variances of the items unconditional positive regard and conversational cli-

mate correlate. This is theoretically plausible since unconditional positive regard is likely 

to be a precondition for a good conversational climate. 

 

10.3 Reliability of the Coding Manual - Composite Reliability / 

Internal Consistency 

The analyses in this subchapter provide results regarding research question 3. They target 

the reliability of the scales of the newly-developed coding manual. Two types of reliability 

were calculated for the coding manual: composite reliability via confirmatory factor anal-

yses (Raykov & Marcoulides, 2011) and internal consistency in Crobach’s alpha with 

intraclass correlations. Reliability coefficients were calculated for the scale communication 

competence and the three subscales, structuring the conversation, problem solving and 

establishing a relationship. Data basis were the observer ratings of the N = 90 video-taped 

conversations.  

10.3.1  Composite Reliability 

The composite reliabilities for the second order model of communication competence 

presented in chapter 10.2 were ρ = .95 for structuring the communication, ρ = .90 for prob-

lem solving, ρ = .94 for establishing a relationship and ρ = .93 for communication compe-

tence. These results indicate a reliable measurement of the factors. 

10.3.2  Internal Consistency 

The scale communication competence in parent-teacher conversations, consisting of all 

original 18 items (α = .98), and the three subscales structuring (6 items, α = .96), problem 

solving (6 items, α = .94) and establishing a relationship (6 items, α = .95) were internally 

consistent. All items had a positive and high item-scale correlation (r ≤ .61). The pre-

service teachers acheived a mean value of 2.23 (SD = 0.71), which indicates a good to 

satisfactory level of communication competence in conversations with parents. The mean 

communication competence of the pre-service teachers ranged from 1.14 to 4.33.  
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The in-depth analyses conducted in the next chapters are based on the scales built accord-

ing to the results of the confirmatory factor analyses (cf. chapter 10.2). Thus, reliability 

coefficients for those scales are also depicted. The global ratings were not part of the con-

firmatory analyses and two items were excluded due to theoretical considerations and 

increased model fit. The scales built according to the confirmatory factor analysis were 

also internally consistent: communication competence in parent-teacher conversations (13 

items, α = .96), structuring the conversation (4 items, α = .94), problem solving (4 items, 

α = .90) and establishing a relationship (5 items, α = .93). All items had a positive and high 

item-scale correlation (r  ≤ .75). Table 9 gives an overview of the characteristics of all 

items of the coding manual and compares the item-scale correlations of all items of the 

coding manual and the item-scale correlation of the 13 items selected by the confirmatory 

factor analyses.  
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Table 9 

Item and scale characteristics for the pilot study coding manual 

Item M SD rit  rit(CFA)

Structuring the conversation     

Global rating 2.27 0.88 .93 - 

Detectability of the SDM conversational phases  2.11 0.91 .92 .78 

Adequacy of the length of the SDM conversational phases 2.26 0.76 .91 .84 

Correctness of the order of the SDM conversational phases 1.90 0.71 .86 .75 

Use of metacommunication 2.14 0.81 .84 .84 

Proportion of participation of both conversational partners 2.33 0.68 .80 - 

Problem solving     

Global rating 2.27 0.92 .90 - 

Successful establishment of common ground 2.26 0.69 .65 .76 

Comprehensibility of the presented options 2.19 0.92 .82 .85 

Quality of cooperation in the negotiation process 2.27 0.87 .66 .81 

Coming to a concrete agreement 1.99 0.80 .61 .75 

Subject-specific performance 2.37 1.14 .76 - 

Establishing a relationship     

Global rating 2.46 0.85 .95 - 

Unconditional positive regard 2.16 0.74 .81 .78 

Authenticity 2.52 0.95 .87 .82 

Empathy 2.43 0.97 .85 .84 

Conversational climate 2.42 0.99 .87 .88 

Nonverbal behavior 2.38 0.85 .82 .70 

Note. SDM = shared decision making; M = sample mean; SD = standard deviation; rit = 
item-scale correlation for all items of the coding manual; rit(CFA) = item-scale correlation 
for CFA items; scaling: 4-point Likert scales, higher values indicating better performance. 
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11 In-Depth Analyses on Objectivity, Reliability and Va-

lidity 

Based on the results of the basic analyses, in the following sections the in-depth analyses 

on the objectivity, reliability and validity of simulated conversations are conducted. The in-

depth analyses are based on the scales elicited through the confirmatory factor analyses. 

The scale communication competence is calculated as a mean of the results in the three 

competence areas, structuring the conversation, problem solving and establishing a rela-

tionship with the three competence facets weighed coequally due to the non-compensatory 

approach (cf. chapter 7.3). 

11.1 Consistent Performance of the Actors in the Simulated 

Conversations - Objectivity of Application 

Due to logistic reasons, four different actors portrayed parents in the pilot study. Two of 

them were simulated mothers, two simulated fathers. The participating N = 49 pre-service 

teachers were randomly assigned to the actors and conducted one conversation with a sim-

ulated mother and one with a simulated father each. In order to scrutinize the objectivity of 

application and verify if all pre-service teachers received the same conditions, it was inves-

tigated whether the actors performed their simulated parents’ roles consistently. In line 

with this, the analyses in 11.1.1 and 11.1.2 aim at providing evidence of research question 

4 which examines whether the different simulated parents have an effect on the self-

assessed and / or observer-rated performance of teachers in conversations with simulated 

parents.  
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11.1.1  Effect of the Actor on the Self-Assessed Performance 

The N = 96 self-assessment questionnaires were divided into four groups according to the 

actor performing the conversation. One-way ANOVAs showed no statistically significant 

effects of the conversational partner on the self-assessed competence to communicate with 

parents, F(3,92) = 1.18, MSE = .39, p = .32, η2 = .03. There were also no statistically sig-

nificant effects in the sub competence facets, structuring the conversation, F(3,92) = .11, 

MSE = .16, p = .95, η2 = .00, problem solving F(3,92) = .23, MSE = .30, p = .88, η2 = .01 

and establishing a relationship with the conversational partner, F(3,91) = .41, MSE = .42, 

p = .59, η2 = .03. Table 10 gives an overview of per-actor sample sizes, means and stand-

ard deviations for the self-assessed performance. 



11 In-Depth Analyses on Objectivity, Reliability and Validity 

 
131 

 

Table 10 

Per-actor sample sizes, means and standard deviations for the self-assessed performance 

of the pre-service teachers in the simulated conversations of the pilot study 

	 n M SD 

Structuring the conversation  
   

Actor 1 26 3.00 0.62 

Actor 2 26 2.94 0.46 

Actor 3 22 3.02 0.61 

Actor 4 22 2.96 0.49 

Problem solving 
   

Actor 1 26 3.15 0.46 

Actor 2 26 3.15 0.46 

Actor 3 22 3.22 0.31 

Actor 4 22 3.22 0.31 

Establishing a relationship 
   

Actor 1 25 3.12 0.73 

Actor 2 26 3.27 0.72 

Actor 3 22 3.23 0.61 

Actor 4 22 3.32 0.48 

Note. n = number of cases in subsample; M = sample mean; SD = standard deviation; scal-

ing: 4-point Likert scales with higher values indicating better performance.  
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11.1.2  Effect of the Actor on the Observer-Rated Performance 

The video-taped conversations were divided into four groups according to the actor per-

forming the conversation. One-way ANOVAs showed no statistically significant effects of 

the conversational partner on the observer-rated communication competence in parent-

teacher conversations, F(3,86) = .53, MSE = 4.47, p = .66, η2 = .02. There were also no 

statistically significant effects on the three sub competence facets, structuring the conversa-

tion, F(3,86) = .27, MSE = .56, p = .85, η2 = .01, problem solving, F(3,86) = 1.11, 

MSE = .51, p = .35, η2 = .04 and establishing a relationship with the conversational partner, 

F(3,86) = .50, MSE = .66, p = .68, η2 = .02. Table 11 gives an overview of per-actor sam-

ple sizes, means and standard deviations for the observer-rated performance.  
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Table 11 

Per-actor sample sizes, means and standard deviations for the observer-rated performance 

of the pre-service teachers in the simulated conversations of the pilot study  

	 n M SD 

Structuring the conversation  
   

Actor 1 25 2.07 0.77 

Actor 2 25 2.22 0.78 

Actor 3 21 2.07 0.71 

Actor 4 19 2.03 0.71 

Problem solving 
   

Actor 1 25 2.32 0.71 

Actor 2 25 2.28 0.71 

Actor 3 21 1.97 0.74 

Actor 4 19 2.11 0.71 

Establishing a relationship 
   

Actor 1 25 2.42 0.85 

Actor 2 25 2.50 0.80 

Actor 3 21 2.21 0.71 

Actor 4 19 2.37 0.88 

Note. n = number of cases in subsample; M = sample mean; SD = standard deviation; scal-

ing: 5-point Likert scales with lower values indicating better performance.  
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11.2 Effect of the Case Vignettes - Generalizability 

The two simulated conversations each pre-service teacher conducted were based on two 

different case vignettes. Both conversations were shared decision making conversations 

regarding possibilities to improve low school achievements (cf. chapter 7.1). In order to 

answer research question 5 and find out if the two different case vignettes affect the per-

formance of the pre-service teachers in the simulated conversations and, consequently, 

how generalizable the results in one simulated conversation are to the performance in an-

other, the correlation of the results of the two conversations with each other was calculated 

and it was investigated whether the two case vignettes were equally difficult for the pre-

service teachers. 

11.2.1  Correlation of the Results of the two Conversations With Each Other 

For each video a global value for communication competence in parent-teacher conversa-

tion was calculated. A correlational analysis revealed that the results of the two conversa-

tions were significantly positively correlated with each other (r = .48, p ≤ .01). The 

strength of the correlation was medium to high (Cohen, 1988).  

11.2.2  Effect of the Case Vignette on the Self-Assessed Performance 

The N = 96 questionnaires in which the pre-service teachers had self-assessed their per-

formance were divided according to the two case vignettes. Independent samples t-tests 

showed that there was no statistically significant effect of case vignette one (M = 3.08, 

SD = 0.61) and case vignette two (M = 3.04, SD = 0.66) on the self-assessed performance 

of communication competence in parent-teacher conversations, t(94) = .32, p < .75, 

d = .06, 95% CI [- .22, .3]. There were also no statistically significant effects of case vi-

gnette on the sub competence facets, structuring the conversation, t(94) = -.35, p < .73, 

d = .04, 95% CI [- .32, .23], problem solving, t(94) = .25, p < .81, d = .02, 95% CI [- .23, 

.29] and establishing a relationship to the conversational partner, t(94) = .87, p < .39, 

d = .08, 95% CI [- .18, .46].  

Table 12 gives an overview of per-case vignette sample sizes, means and standard devia-

tions for the self-assessed competence in the three competence facets, structuring the con-

versation, problem solving and establishing a relationship.  
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Table 12 

Per-case vignette sample sizes, means and standard deviations for the self-assessed per-

formance of the pre-service teachers in the simulated conversations of the pilot study  

	 n M SD 

Structuring the conversation  
   

Case vignette 1 49 2.90 0.63 

Case vignette 2 47 2.95 0.72 

Problem solving 
   

Case vignette 1 49 3.13 0.64 

Case vignette 2 47 3.10 0.63 

Establishing a relationship 
   

Case vignette 1 49 3.22 0.77 

Case vignette 2 47 3.10 0.80 

Note. n = number of cases in subsample; M = sample mean; SD = standard deviation; scal-

ing: 4-point Likert scales with higher values indicating better performance.  

11.2.3  Effect of the Case Vignette on the Observer-Rated Performance 

The N = 90 observer-ratings of the performance of the pre-service teachers in the simulat-

ed conversations were divided into two groups according to the two case vignettes. Inde-

pendent samples t-tests showed that there was no statistically significant effect of case one 

(M = 2.26, SD = 0.69) and case two (M = 2.18, SD = 0.71) on the observer-rated perfor-

mance of communication competence in simulated parent-teacher conversations, 

t(88) = .63, p < .60, d = .12, 95% CI [- .22, .37]. There were also no statistically significant 

effects of case vignette on the sub competence facets, structuring the conversation, 

t(88) = .42, p < .68, d = .10, 95% CI [- .24, .38], problem solving, t(88) = .29, p < .77, 

d = .06, 95% CI [- .26, .35] and establishing a relationship to the conversational partner, 

t(88) = .73, p < .47, d = .16, 95% CI [- .21, .46]. Table 13 gives an overview of per-case 
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vignette sample sizes, means and standard deviations for the observer-rated performance in 

the three competence facets, structuring the conversation, problem solving and establishing 

a relationship.  

 

Table 13 

Per-case vignette sample sizes, means and standard deviations for the observer-rated 

performance of the pre-service teachers in the simulated conversations of the pilot study 

	 n M SD 

Structuring the conversation  
   

Case vignette 1 44 2.14 0.75 

Case vignette 2 46 2.07 0.74 

Problem solving 
   

Case vignette 1 44 2.20 0.71 

Case vignette 2 46 2.16 0.74 

Establishing a relationship 
   

Case vignette 1 44 2.45 0.83 

Case vignette 2 46 2.32 0.79 

Note. n = number of cases in subsample; M = sample mean; SD = standard deviation; scal-

ing: 5-point Likert scales with lower values indicating better performance. 
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11.3 Perceived Authenticity of the Simulated Conversations - 

Response Processes  

The analyses in 11.3 provide evidence of research question 6, which focuses on the degree 

to which pre-service teachers perceive simulated conversations as authentic. The pre-

service teachers assessed the authenticity of the simulated conversations on a 4-point Lik-

ert-type item, “I felt like I was conducting a real parent-teacher conversation”, with higher 

values indicating a higher degree of authenticity. They perceived the simulated conversa-

tions as highly authentic (M = 3.24, SD = 0.74). This corresponds to the impressions of the 

simulated parents. In a debriefing they reported that they perceived the conversations as 

very authentic, too.  

11.4 Multimethod Measurement - Relations of the Results of 

Simulated Conversations to Other Variables 

The analyses in 11.4 concern research question 7 and investigate whether the relations 

between the results of simulated conversations and other measurements and criteria corre-

spond to theoretical expectations (cf. part C) in order to provide evidence of the validity of 

the results of simulated conversations.  

Table 14 gives on the one hand, an overview of the correlations between two different 

measurements at the conversational level: the observer ratings of the performance of the 

pre-service teachers in the simulated conversations and the pre-service teachers’ self-

assessments of their performance (1st level of the multimethod measurement). On the other 

hand, it also displays results for correlations between the observer-ratings of the simulated 

conversations and external criteria that might be related to the construct but go beyond the 

actual conversational level (2nd level of the multimethod measurement). Correlational 

analyses were conducted at the person level (mean across both conversations and all three 

competence facets) for both observer ratings of the performance in simulated conversations 

and self-assessments of the pre-service teachers. 
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Table 14 

Correlations of the observer ratings of the performance in simulated conversations with 

self-assessments of the pre-service teachers and external criteria  

  Convergent 

Evidence of 

Validity 

 Criterion-Based Evidence of Validity 

  Pre-service 

teachers 

 Abitur grade Previous 

knowledge 

Semester

Independent observers 
 

.22  .31* .27 .23 

Note. *p = ≤ .05. 

 

As expected, the correlation between independent observer ratings of the performance of 

the pre-service teachers in simulated conversations and pre-service teachers’ self-

assessments of their performance in is positive but low. Also corresponding to expecta-

tions, there are positive, low to medium correlations between the independent observer 

ratings and external criteria. However, only the correlation with the Abitur grade is signifi-

cant. 
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12 Summary and Discussion of the Pilot Study Results 

The basic analyses provided results regarding the fundamental aspects of building scores: 

the inter-rater agreement, the internal structure of the data and the reliability of the scales 

of the coding manual. Analyses regarding research question 1, showed that the inter-rater 

agreement across all 18 items of the coding manual and all 90 video-taped simulated con-

versations of the pilot study was high. Inter-rater agreement was higher than the set-cut off 

point (ICC = .60) for all 18 items of the coding manual. These results indicate that objec-

tivity of scoring was high and that the rater training prepared the observers well for the 

rating of the videos. This result is particularly promising since the ratings were high infer-

ence and it tends to be challenging to achieve high inter-rater agreement with high infer-

ence rating scales (cf. chapter 5.1.3.4).  

With regard to research question 2, confirmatory factor analyses revealed that a hierar-

chical model with a second order factor, general communication competence and three first 

order factors, structuring the conversation, problem solving and establishing a relationship 

to the conversational partner, fits the data adequately. The fit between the internal structure 

of the data and the Munich Model of Communication Competence in Parent-Teacher Con-

versation provides first evidence for the validity of the results of simulated conversations 

and supports the theoretical foundation of the development of the instruments. The finding 

is in line with the results of Hertel (2009) who considers a three-dimensional structure of 

the competence to communicate with parents as most likely. However, the sample size is 

relatively small for confirmatory factor analyses (Kyriakides & Charalambous, 2014). In 

order to get more reliable results, the confirmatory factor analyses need to be replicated 

with the larger sample of the main study.  

Concerning research question 3, analyses showed that the composite reliabilities (Raykov 

& Marcoulides, 2011) of the presented hierarchical model were high. Moreover, the scales 

built based on the results of the confirmatory factor analysis were internally consistent. 

These findings indicate that the scales of the coding manual are sufficiently reliable. 

Based on the results of the basic analyses, the in-depth analyses inquired more deeply into 

important aspects of the main psychometric quality criteria, such as objectivity of applica-

tion, generalizability of the results of simulated conversations, authenticity of the response 

processes in simulated conversations and relations of the results of simulated conversations 
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to other variables. Analyses targeting research question 4, showed that there were no statis-

tically significant effects of the actors on the self-assessed and observer-rated performance 

of pre-service teachers in simulated conversations with parents. This indicates that the 

actor training was successful and the actors performed their roles as parents consistently 

and, in this way, provided comparable conditions for all study participants and ensured 

objectivity of application.  

Analyses concerning research question 5, showed that there is a medium to high correla-

tion between the results of the pre-service teachers in simulated conversation one and two 

and no statistically significant effect of case vignette on the self-assessed and observer-

rated performance. These results are indicators for the generalizability of the results of 

simulated conversations. 

With respect to research question 6, analyses showed that the pre-service teachers per-

ceived the simulated conversations as highly authentic. This suggests that simulated con-

versations provide authentic measurement conditions in which the pre-service teachers 

react and respond as they would in real situations. The authenticity of the response pro-

cesses provides further evidence of the validity of the measurement.  

Lastly, as expected, regarding research question 7, the results of simulated conversations 

were low to medium correlated to external criteria, such as the pre-service teachers’ Abitur 

grade, and there was also a low correlation with the self-assessments of the pre-service 

teachers. The correspondence of the relations between the independent observer ratings 

and other variables to theoretical expectations is another indicator of the validity of the 

measurement. However, further measurement methods have to be included in the main 

study to provide sound results. 

The results of the pilot study are promising regarding the diagnosis of pre-service teachers’ 

competence to communicate with parents via simulated conversations. The objectivity of 

application and scoring of the simulated conversations were high, the results were reliable 

and there is first evidence of the validity of the interpretation of the results. Yet, the results 

of the pilot study also provide important information for the refinement of the simulated 

conversations with regard to the main study as depicted in chapter 13. 
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13 Implications for the Refinement of the Instrument 

In the following it is described how the case vignettes, the actor training, the coding manu-

al and the rater training were modified based on the results of the pilot study and the feed-

back of the simulated parents, the raters and the pre-service teachers elicited in debriefings 

after the pilot study. 

13.1 Case Vignettes 

The results of the pilot study show that the pre-service teachers perceived the content of 

the case vignettes as highly authentic (cf. chapter 12.3). Moreover, the two case vignettes 

were equally difficult (cf. chapter 12.2) and the level of difficulty of the case vignettes was 

adequate for beginning learners. The pre-service teachers achieved on average a good to 

medium value regarding their communication competence. These results show that the 

content and format of the case vignettes were adequate and, thus, they were only slightly 

refined as explained in the following.  

The results of the two conversations correlated moderately - highly with each other what 

speaks for the generalizability of the results of simulated conversations. However, the two 

case vignettes in the pilot study were very similar. Both concerned the same topic, the 

tackling of low school achievements. In order to inquire more deeply to what degree the 

results of simulated parent-teacher conversations are generalizable, one of the case vi-

gnettes was substituted with a case vignette that described another frequent shared decision 

making conversation, the choice of the scientific or linguistic branch, for the main study 

(cf. chapter 7.1).  

In a debriefing session the simulated parents stated that the case vignettes were relatively 

brief. They asked for more background information and details with regard to the main 

study. They reported that the discussion during the actor training had been extremely help-

ful to clarify the roles and determine the details and asked to include the additional infor-

mation from the actor training in written form in the case vignettes. Consequently, some 

additional background information, details and determined triggers were additionally in-

cluded in the case vignettes. As an example a final version of one of the case vignettes of 

the main study is included in the appendix (chapter 23.1).  
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13.2 Actor Training 

The results of the pilot study show that the four different actors had no effect on the ob-

server-rated and self-assessed performance of the pre-service teachers in the simulated 

conversations. This indicates that the actors performed their roles sufficiently consistent 

and that the actor training was successful. In the debriefing session the actors emphasized 

that the actor training per se and especially the trial runs in which they could observe their 

colleagues portraying the same characters were very helpful and important for them.  

In a debriefing session with the raters who had coded the videos the raters commented that 

they had the general impression that the actors portrayed their roles as simulated parents 

consistently. However, they remarked that sometimes it was hard for them to rate certain 

items when the simulated parents cued the pre-service teachers or behaved differently from 

each other. Since cueing and inconsistent portrayal of triggers are frequent problems when 

employing simulated conversations (cf. chapter 5), the actor training was intensified and 

two additional components were added in order to avoid these problems. Firstly, an expla-

nation of the phenomenon cueing and its consequences was integrated into the actor train-

ing. Typical tasks and points in the conversation where cueing occurred and should be 

avoided were highlighted. Secondly, important points of the conversations and expected 

behavior and triggers of the simulated parents were not only explained as in the pilot study 

but also illustrated via video sequences from the pilot study. Divergent and consistent 

behavior of the simulated parents in the video examples was discussed in group and the 

actors agreed on guidelines for behavior in future conversations. The final version of the 

actor training including the changes for the main study is enclosed in the appendix (cf. 

chapter 23.2). 

13.3 Coding Manual 

The results of the pilot study show that the scales of the coding manual are internally con-

sistent and that the structure of the data matches the theoretical construct, the Munich 

Model of Communication Competence in Parent-Teacher Conversation. However, the 

results of the confirmatory factor analyses suggest some changes to the coding manual for 

assessing the competence of teachers to communicate with parents. For the competence 

facet structuring the conversation the item “adequacy of the proportion of participation of 

both conversational partners in the conversation” was omitted since the item did not direct-
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ly address the shared decision making process as all other items of this competence facet 

did and the removal resulted in an improved model fit. For the competence area problem 

solving the item “subject-specific performance of the teacher” was modified content-wise 

since the original item focused a great deal more on the subject-specific performance of the 

pre-service teachers than on their communication competence and a removal of the item 

resulted in an increased model fit. The new modified item “fit of the solution to the prob-

lem and the conversational partner” also partly entails subject-specific performance. It 

aims at singling out whether the pre-service teacher has found a solution that fits the prob-

lem and makes sense from a pedagogical point of view. Additionally, in order to take 

greater account of communication processes, the item also evaluates if the solution fits the 

needs of the conversational partner.  

The confirmatory factor analyses also showed that the competence facets problem solving 

and establishing a relationship were strongly correlated with each other. This is theoretical-

ly plausible since one has to collaborate well with the conversational partner in order to 

solve a problem. However, in order to demark the two competence facets more clearly 

from each other, one item that originally belonged to the competence facet problem solving 

“quality of cooperation in the negotiation process” and which had a high cross loading with 

the competence facet establishing a relationship was resorted and assigned to the compe-

tence facet establishing a relationship instead. This was done since it is likely that while the 

quality of cooperation in the negotiation process is decisive for the problem solving pro-

cess, the cooperativeness of pre-service teachers is probably part of their competence to 

establish a relationship with the conversational partner. 

Two further changes were made to all items of the coding manual. Firstly, the descriptions 

of the interstages of the items were omitted. This is recommended by Wirtz and Caspar 

(2002) in order to facilitate interval-scaling. Since the raters were able to handle the coding 

manual in the pilot study well, it is likely that they will also be able to deal with a slightly 

more challenging version of the coding manual with fewer explanations of the interstages 

in the main study. Secondly, in order to make it possible to apply the coding manual to all 

types of expert-layman conversations, the terminology of the items was formulated in a 

neutral way in order to be applicable across domains. E.g. instead of parent the more neu-

tral term conversational partner was utilized.23  

                                                 
23 In the context of the project ProfKom (cf. chapter 8) the coding manual was applied to rate conversations 
between pre-service teachers and simulated parents as well as between pre-service physicians and simulated 
patients.  
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A lot of participants in the pilot study expressed the wish to get feedback on their perfor-

mance in the simulated conversations in order to identify starting points for further learn-

ing. Since it would be supposedly difficult for pre-service teachers to interpret their results 

on high inference rating scales, additional behavior anchored items were included in the 

coding manual as a basis for feedback. These behavior anchored items target small observ-

able units of behavior, e.g. whether the pre-service teachers greet the parents. The observ-

ers rate them process-accompanying. The behavior anchored items are straightforward and, 

thus, easier to understand for the pre-service teachers and probably better suited for feed-

back than high inference items. Moreover, a balanced approach with high inference ratings 

and behavior anchored items combines the merits of high inference ratings, such as a high-

er validity, and of low inference ratings, such as an easier manageability (cf. chapter 

5.1.3.4). However, since it is not merely the presence or absence of a certain behavior but 

the quality of it that is informative and helpful for the pre-service teachers, the behavior 

anchored items are also rated on 5-point Likert scales and are, therefore, in the strict sense, 

no low inference items. The coding manual for the main study is enclosed in the appendix 

(cf. chapter 23.4). 

13.4 Rater Training 

The analysis of the data of the pilot study showed that inter-rater agreement was high. This 

indicates that the rater training had worked well to prepare the raters for handling the cod-

ing manual and coding the data in the pilot study. Thus, no changes were made to the rater 

training. However, since the coding rubric for the main study comprised more items than in 

the pilot study more time was allowed for all training components. After the trial run, inter-

rater agreement for the two experts and the two raters was ICC = .84. As in the pilot study, 

items that were below the cut-off point of ICC = .60 were discussed in detail. Both raters 

were equally strict and located in between the two experts: expert 1 (M = 2.61, SD = 1.37), 

expert 2 (M = 2.12, SD = 1.20), rater 1 (M = 2.43, SD = 1.34), rater 2 (M = 2.43, 

SD = 1.34). The frequency analyses displayed in Table 15 showed that both raters and both 

experts utilized the entire scale.  
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Table 15 

Frequencies of scores of the four raters in the main study trial run in percent 

 Expert 1 Expert 2 Rater 1 Rater 2  

Very good 0.3 5.2 7.2 9.0 

Good 29.0 24.1 39.7 26.6 

Satisfactory 35.2 32.1 25.5 25.5 

Adequate 18.6 24.8 10.0 16.9 

Fail 16.9 13.8 17.6 22.1 
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F Results - Main Study  

Part F presents the results of the main study. Analogously to the results of the pilot study, 

the main study results are subdivided into basic analyses of the fundamental aspects of 

building scores and in-depth analyses that are based on the fundamental analyses and in-

quire more deeply into important aspects of the main psychometric quality criteria. All 

analyses from the pilot study are replicated with the main study data in order to consolidate 

the evidence of the research questions. The basic analyses replicate findings for research 

question 1-3. With regard to research question 1, the evaluation of inter-rater agreement is 

repeated with the main study data in order to provide further information about the objec-

tivity of scoring. Concerning research question 2, the fit between the internal structure of 

the data and the theoretical construct, the Munich Model of Communication Competence 

in Parent-Teacher Conversation is reexamined in order to solidify evidence of validity. 

With respect to research question 3, the reliability of the measurement, the internal con-

sistency of the scales of the coding manuals and the composite reliability of the factors 

elicited by a confirmatory factor analysis are again evaluated with the main study sample 

(Raykov & Marcoulides, 2011).  

The in-depth analyses are aimed at supporting the findings of the pilot study regarding the 

research questions 4-7. Regarding research question 4 and 5, it is investigated again 

whether the different simulated parents consistently perform the simulated conversations, 

if the different case vignettes have an effect on the self-assessed performance and how 

generalizable the results of the simulated conversations based on a certain case vignette 

are. These analyses will particularly broaden the evidence of the pilot study since one of 

the two very similar case vignettes of the pilot study was substituted by a slightly more 

distinct case vignette for the main study, in order to inquire more deeply into the imple-

mentation and generalizability of simulated conversations. This change will also broaden 

the evidence of research question 6, which targets the perceived authenticity and response 

processes in simulated conversations. Lastly, with regard to research question 7, further 

measurements are included into the multimethod measurement and additional analyses, 

like a multitrait-multimethod matrix, are conducted in order to expand the evidence of 

validity compiled via the investigation of the relations to other variables in the pilot study.  
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14 Basic Analyses 

14.1 Consistent Inter-Rater Agreement - Objectivity of Scoring 

The analyses in 14.1 are aimed at providing further evidence of research question 1 and 

investigate to what degree the two trained observers achieved inter-rater agreement with 

respect to the performance of the pre-service teachers in the N = 186 video-taped simulated 

conversations of the main study (cf. chapter 7.6, 13.3). The revised version of the coding 

manual consisted of 14 high inference and 43 behavior anchored 5-point Likert-type items.  

Inter-rater agreement across all items was ICC = .72 after 50% and ICC = .74 after 100% 

of the video analysis. However, not all items / subscales reached the set-cut off point 

(ICC = .60). Table 16 shows the inter-rater agreement for the scales consisting of the high 

inference items and the behavior anchored items after 100% of the video analysis. 

 

Table 16 

Inter-rater agreement for the subscales of the main study coding manual 

Subscale  ICC high inference  ICC behavior anchored 

Structuring the conversation   .56  .74 

Problem solving  .55  .55 

Establishing a relationship  .41  .77 

Note. SDM = shared decision making; ICC = intraclass correlation.  
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14.2 Fit of the Data to the Theoretical Construct - Internal 

Structure 

In order to undermine the findings of the pilot study regarding research question 2, the fit 

of the data to the underlying theoretical construct, the Munich Model of Communication 

Competence in Parent-Teacher Conversation, was again investigated with factor analyses. 

The pilot study had shown an adequate model fit for a second order model of communica-

tion competence with the three competence facets, structuring the conversation, problem 

solving and establishing a relationship with the conversational partner, as first order fac-

tors. In addition to the high inference items already evaluated in the pilot study, the main 

study coding manual contained behavior anchored items as a basis for an easier under-

standable feedback for the pre-service teachers. However, research findings indicate that 

high inference items are better suited to validly capture competencies and their internal 

structure (cf. chapter 5.1.3.4). A first confirmatory factor analysis based on all items did 

not produce an adequate model fit and confirmed this finding. Thus, further confirmatory 

factor analyses were calculated based on the high inference items only. Since the number 

of participants was higher than in the pilot study, analyses were run with the two conversa-

tions clustered at person level (N = 92). Figure 9 shows the underlying measurement model 

for the confirmatory factor analyses.  
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Figure 9. Measurement model of communication competence for the confirmatory factor 

analyses of the main study 

 

A second order model of communication competence with the three first order factors, 

structuring the conversation, problem solving and establishing a relationship, based on all 

high inference items did not fit the data adequately. In order to improve the model fit, four 

items were excluded from the further analyses based on modification indices and corre-

sponding theoretical considerations: “successful establishment of common ground at the 
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beginning of the conversation”, “comprehensibility of the presented options for solving the 

problem”, “quality of cooperation in the negotiation process” and “empathy with the con-

versational partner and his / her perspective”. Modification indices showed that the two 

excluded problem solving items had high cross loadings and did not load as high on the 

factor problem solving as the two remaining problem solving items, “fit of the solution” 

and “coming to a concrete agreement”. A theoretical explanation for this might be that the 

two excluded items target the first half of the conversation whereas the other two problem 

solving items, fit of the solution and coming to a concrete agreement, target the end of the 

conversation. It might be that the problem solving competencies in the two different con-

versational phases were too heterogeneous. The items “empathy with the conversational 

partner” and “quality of cooperation in the negotiation process” were excluded since the 

first item had a residual correlation with one problem solving item and the second item had 

a high cross loading on the factor problem solving. Since the later item was relocated after 

the pilot study from the problem solving scale, it seems as if the item captures aspects of 

problem solving as well as of establishing a relationship and blurs the lines between the 

two competence facets.  

A second order confirmatory factor analysis with the second order factor, general commu-

nication competence and three first order factors, structuring the conversation, problem 

solving and establishing a relationship to the conversational partner, revealed an acceptable 

model fit (χ2(32) = 41.97, p < .13, RMSEA = .06, CFI = .98, SRMR = .06). Figure 10 pro-

vides standardized parameter estimates and residuals of this model.  
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Figure 10. Results of the confirmatory factor analysis of the main study 

The residual variances of the item “detectability of the shared decision making conversa-

tional phases” and the item “correctness of the order of the shared decision-making con-

versational phases” are correlated. This is theoretically plausible since the detectability of 

the conversational phases and the correctness of their order are likely interdependent. 

14.3 Reliability of the Coding Manual - Internal Consistency / 

Composite Reliability 

The analyses in this chapter provide further evidence of research question 3 since they 

focus the reliability of the measurement. As in the pilot study, two types of reliability were 

calculated for the scale communication competence in parent-teacher conversations and its 

subscales: composite reliability and internal consistency. Data basis were the observer 

ratings of the N = 186 video-taped conversations.  
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14.3.1  Composite Reliability 

The composite reliabilities (Raykov & Marcoulides, 2011) of the hierarchical model calcu-

lated in chapter 14.2 were good; ρ = .90 for structuring the communication, ρ = .85 for 

problem solving, ρ = .82 for establishing a relationship and ρ = .72 for communication 

competence. These results indicate a reliable measurement of the factors. 

14.3.2  Internal Consistency 

The scale communication competence in parent-teacher conversations consisting of high 

inference and behavior anchored items (57 items, α = .90) and the three subscales, structur-

ing (16 items, α = .75), problem solving (19 items, α = .83) and establishing a relationship 

(22 items, α = .80), were internally consistent. Corrected item-scale correlations varied 

from .04 to .75. One behavior anchored item had a negative correlation and two behavior 

anchored item had close-to-zero correlations. The pre-service teachers achieved a mean 

value of 2.51 (SD = 0.34) on the scale communication competence consisting of 5-point 

Likert-type items. The mean communication competence of the pre-service teachers 

ranged from 1.75 to 3.82. Table 17 gives an overview of the internal consistency of the 

scales consisting of the behavior anchored items, the high inference items and the high 

inference items selected by the confirmatory factor analysis. 

 

Table 17 

Internal consistency of the main study scales in Cronbach’s Alpha  

Items Communication 

competence 

Structuring Problem 

solving 

Establishing a 

relationship 

Behavior anchored  .83 .61 .75 .64 

High inference  .86 .90 .61 .83 

CFA selected .81 .90 .81 .77 

Note. CFA = confirmatory factor analysis.  
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Table 18 shows the characteristics of the ten items and the scale which were selected / was 

built based on the results of the confirmatory factor analyses. All items selected by the 

confirmatory factor analyses had a positive and medium to high item-scale correlation. 

 

Table 18 

Item and scale characteristics for the main study scale based on the results of the confirm-

atory factor analyses 

Item M SD rit  

Structuring the conversation    

Detectability of the SDM conversational phases  1.99 0.63 .64 

Adequacy of the length of the SDM conversational phases 2.33 0.67 .53 

Correctness of the order of the SDM conversational phases 1.96 0.65 .60 

Quality of the use of metacommunication 2.75 0.68 .72 

Problem solving    

Fit of the solution  2.32 0.77 .51 

Coming to a concrete agreement 2.59 0.88 .30 

Establishing a positive relationship with the conversational partner       

Unconditional positive regard 1.82 0.54 .56 

Authenticity 1.69 0.53 .44 

Conversational climate 1.98 0.57 .22 

Nonverbal behavior 1.90 0.54 .43 

Note. SDM = shared decision making; M = sample mean; SD = standard deviation; rit = 
item-scale correlation.  
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15 In-Depth Analyses on Objectivity, Reliability and Va-

lidity 

Based on the results of the basic analyses, in the following section the in-depth analyses on 

the objectivity, reliability and validity of the pilot study are replicated with the main study 

data and expanded. The additional analyses concern in particular an extended multimethod 

measurement and include a multitrait-multimethod matrix. The multimethod measurement 

and the multitrait-multimethod matrix allow the investigation of whether the relations of 

the results of simulated conversations to other variables correspond to theoretical expecta-

tions and provide evidence of validity.  

The in-depth analyses are based on the scales elicited through the confirmatory factor 

analyses. As in the pilot study, the scale communication competence is calculated as a 

mean of the results in the three competence areas, structuring the conversation, problem 

solving and establishing a relationship, with the three competence facets weighed coequal-

ly due to the non-compensatory approach (cf. chapter 7.3). 

15.1 Consistent Performance of the Actors in the Simulated 

Conversations - Objectivity of Application 

The analyses in chapter 15 concern research question 4 and investigate if the different 

actors that portray parents have an effect on the self-assessed or observer-rated perfor-

mance of the pre-service teachers in simulated conversations with parents. Due to the high-

er number of participants in the main study, six different actors portrayed parents; two 

more than in the pilot study. Three actresses portrayed mothers, three actors portrayed 

fathers. The participating N = 96 pre-service teachers were randomly assigned to the actors 

and conducted one conversation with a simulated mother and one with a simulated father 

each.  

15.1.1  Effect of the Actor on the Self-Assessed Performance 

The N = 182 self-assessment questionnaires were divided into six groups according to the 

actors performing the conversation. One-way ANOVAs showed no statistically significant 

effects of the conversational partner on the self-assessed competence to communicate with 
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parents, F(5,176) = 2.11, MSE = .22, p = .07, η2 = .06. There were also no statistically 

significant effects in the sub competence facets, structuring the conversation, 

F(5,177) = 2.28, MSE = .38, p = .05, η2 = .06, problem solving F(5,181) = 2.08, 

MSE = .29, p = .07, η2 = .06 and establishing a relationship with the conversational partner, 

F(5,180) = 1.48, MSE = .31, p = .20, η2 = .04. Table 19 gives an overview of per-actor 

sample sizes, means and standard deviations of the self-assessed performance of the pre-

service teachers. 
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Table 19 

Per-actor sample sizes, means and standard deviations for the self-assessed performance 

of the pre-service teachers in the simulated conversations of the main study  

	 n M SD 

Structuring the conversation  
   

Actor 1 33 2.92 0.47 

Actor 2 40 2.84 0.55 

Actor 3  19 2.42 0.65 

Actor 4 32 2.75 0.62 

Actor 5 33 2.74 0.77 

Actor 6 26 2.97 0.58 

Problem solving 
   

Actor 1 34 3.15 0.53 

Actor 2 41 3.15 0.61 

Actor 3 19 3.00 0.59 

Actor 4 33 3.19 0.48 

Actor 5 34 3.24 0.50 

Actor 6 26 3.48 0.50 

Establishing a relationship 
   

Actor 1 34 3.33 0.47 

Actor 2 41 3.16 0.56 

Actor 3 19 3.14 0.64 

Actor 4 33 3.06 0.53 

Actor 5 33 3.30 0.61 

Actor 6 26 3.36 0.52 

Note. n = number of cases in subsample; M = sample mean; SD = standard deviation; scal-

ing: 4-point Likert scales with higher values indicating better performance. 
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15.1.2  Effect of the Actor on the Observer-Rated Performance 

Analogously to the self-assessment questionnaires, the 185 video ratings were divided into 

six groups according to the actor performing the conversation. One-way ANOVAs showed 

statistically significant effects of the conversational partner on the observer-rated compe-

tence to communicate with parents, F(5,179) = 4.09, MSE = .16, p ≤ .01, η2 = .10. There 

were also statistically significant effects on the sub competence facets, structuring the 

conversation, F(5,179) = 3.82, MSE = .31, p ≤ .01, η2 = .10, problem solving 

F(5,179) = 6.52, MSE = .51, p ≤ .01, η2 = .15 and establishing a relationship with the con-

versational partner, F(5,179) = 2.50, MSE = .17, p = .03, η2 = .07. 

Since the six actors acted out two different cases, the effect of the case vignette and of the 

actor might be confounded. In order to extrapolate the effects of actors and case vignettes, 

two separate one-way ANOVAs were conducted for the three actors acting out case one 

(improving poor school achievements) and the three actors acting out case two (choice of 

the linguistic and scientific branch). For case one there was no statistically significant 

effect of the conversational partner on the observer-rated competence to communicate with 

parents, F(2,88) = 1.26, MSE = .15, p = .29, η2 = .03. There were also no statistically sig-

nificant effects in the sub competence facets, structuring the conversation, F(2,88) = 0.16, 

MSE = .22, p = .85, η2 ≤ .01, problem solving F(2,88) = 1.11, MSE = .43, p = .33, η2 = .03 

and establishing a relationship with the conversational partner, F(2,88) = 2.45, MSE = .17, 

p = .09, η2 = .05. For case two there was also no statistically significant effect of the con-

versational partner on the observer-rated competence to communicate with parents, 

F(2,91) = 1.39, MSE = .18, p = .25, η2 = .03. There were also no statistically significant 

effects in the sub competence facets, structuring the conversation, F(2,91) = 1.85, 

MSE = .39, p = .16, η2 = .04 and establishing a relationship with the conversational partner, 

F(2,91) = 3.13, MSE = .17, p = .05, η2 = .06. There was a statistically significant but small 

effect on the competence facet problem solving F(2,91) = 5.05, MSE = .58, p ≤ .01, 

η2 = .10. Table 20 gives an overview of per-actor sample sizes, means and standard devia-

tions of the observer-rated performance. 
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Table 20 

Per-actor sample sizes, means and standard deviations sorted by competence facet and 

case vignette for the observer-rated performance of the pre-service teachers in the simu-

lated conversations of the main study 

	 n M SD  n M SD

Structuring the conversation  
      

Case vignette 2     Case vignette 1   

Actor 1 34 2.46 0.72 Actor 4 26 2.07 0.41

Actor 2 41 2.27 0.52 Actor 5 31 2.09 0.53

Actor 3 19 2.59 0.64 Actor 6 34 2.14 0.45

Total 94 2.41 0.63 Total 91 2.10 0.46

Problem solving 
     

Case vignette 2    Case vignette 1   

Actor 1 34 2.94 0.74 Actor 4 26 2.12 0.69

Actor 2 41 2.67 0.78 Actor 5 31 2.36 0.68

Actor 3 19 2.25 0.76 Actor 6 34 2.18 0.61

Total 94 2.68 0.79 Total 91 2.23 0.66

Establishing a relationship 
     

Case vignette 2    Case vignette 1   

Actor 1 34 1.78 0.35 Actor 4 26 1.73 0.35

Actor 2 41 1.74 0.47 Actor 5 31 1.94 0.44

Actor 3 19 2.02 0.37 Actor 6 34 1.95 0.35

Total 94 1.81 0.42 Total 91 1.88 0.38

Note. n = number of cases in subsample; M = sample mean; SD = standard deviation; scal-

ing: 5-point Likert scales with lower values indicating better performance.  



15 In-Depth Analyses on Objectivity, Reliability and Validity 

 
159 

Since these results indicate that there is no or only a very small effect of actor (Rasch, 

Friese, Hofmann, & Naumann, 2006a, Rasch, Friese, Hofmann, & Naumann, 2006b) but 

an effect of case vignette, the effect of the case vignette on the self-assessed and observer 

rated performance is investigated in more detail in chapter 15.2. 

15.2 Effect of the Case Vignettes - Generalizability 

As in the pilot study, each pre-service teacher conducted two randomized simulated parent-

teacher conversations based on two different case vignettes. Again, both conversations 

were shared decision making conversations. However, in order to inquire more deeply into 

the effects of the case vignettes and the generalizability of the results of simulated conver-

sations and to provide further evidence of research question 5, this time the conversations 

contained two different topics. Half of the pre-service teachers started with a conversation 

on the choice of the linguistic or the scientific branch, the other half began with a conver-

sation about a student who has to decide between different alternatives to improve his 

grades (cf. chapter 7.1).  

The pre-service teachers rated the difficulty of the conversations on eight 4-point Likert 

items (α = .76), with higher values indicating a higher level of difficulty. They answered 

items such as “I found it difficult to conduct the conversation”. The pre-service teachers 

perceived the overall level of difficulty of both case vignettes (M = 2.2, SD = 0.51) as well 

as of each individual case vignette as adequate: case vignette on the choice of the linguistic 

or the scientific branch (M = 2.27, SD = 0.61), case vignette on improving poor school 

achievements (M = 2.15, SD = 0.65). 

15.2.1  Correlation of the Results of the two Conversations With Each Other 

For each video, a global value for communication competence in parent-teacher conversa-

tion was calculated. A correlational analysis for the global results of each pre-service 

teacher in conversation one and conversation two showed that the results of the two con-

versations were significantly positively correlated with each other (r = .35, p ≤ .01). The 

strength of the correlation was medium (Cohen, 1988). 
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15.2.2  Effect of Case Vignette on the Self-Assessed Performance 

The N = 183 questionnaires in which the pre-service teachers had self-assessed their per-

formance were divided according to the two case vignettes. Independent samples t-tests 

showed that there was no statistically significant effect of case one (M = 3.13, SD = 0.49) 

and case two (M = 3.04, SD = 0.47) on the self-assessed performance of communication 

competence in parent-teacher conversations, t(181) = 1.33, p ≤ .19, d = .09 95% CI [-.05, 

.23]. There were also no statistically significant effects of case vignette on the sub compe-

tence facets, structuring the conversation, t(182) = .43, p ≤ .67, d = .03 95% CI [-.14, .22] 

and establishing a relationship to the conversational partner, t(185) = .12, p ≤ .91, d = .01 

95% CI [-.15, .17]. There was a statistically significant effect on the competence facet 

problem solving, t(186) = 2.05, p ≤ .04, d = .16 95% CI [.01, .32]. However, the effect size 

was small (Cohen, 1988). Table 21 gives an overview of per-case vignette sample sizes, 

means and standard deviations for the three competence facets, structuring the conversa-

tion, problem solving and establishing a relationship.                                                                                          
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Table 21 

Per-case vignette sample sizes, means and standard deviations for the self-assessed per-

formance of the pre-service teachers in the simulated conversations of the main study 

	 n M SD 

Structuring the conversation  
   

Case vignette 1 92 2.82 0.67 

Case vignette 2 92 2.78 0.57 

Problem solving 
   

Case vignette 1 94 3.29 0.51 

Case vignette 2 94 3.12 0.58 

Establishing a relationship 
   

Case vignette 1 93 3.23 0.57 

Case vignette 2 94 3.22 0.55 

Note. n = number of cases in subsample; M = sample mean; SD = standard deviation; scal-

ing: 4-point Likert scales with higher values indicating better performance.  

15.2.3  Effect of Case Vignette on the Observer-Rated Performance 

The N = 185 video ratings were divided according to the two case vignettes. Independent 

samples t-tests revealed a statistically significant, medium effect of case one (M = 2.07, 

SD = 0.38) and case two (M = 2.31, SD = 0.42) on the observer-rated performance of 

communication competence in parent-teacher conversations, t(183) = -4.05, p ≤ .01, 

d = .60, 95% CI [- .36, -.12] (Cohen, 1988). There were also statistically significant, medi-

um effects of case vignette on the sub competence facets, structuring the conversation, 

t(183) = -3.88, p ≤ .01, d = .64, 95% CI [- .47, -.15] and problem solving, t(183) = -4.28, 

p ≤ .01, d = .62, 95% CI [-.67, -25]. There was no statistically significant effect on the 

competence facet, establishing a relationship to the conversational partner, t(183) = .84, 

p = .40, d = .12, 95% CI [- .07, .17]. Table 22 gives an overview of per-case vignette sam-
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ple sizes, means and standard deviations for the three competence facets, structuring the 

conversation, problem solving and establishing a relationship. 

 

Table 22 

Per-case vignette sample sizes, means and standard deviations for the observer-rated 

performance of the pre-service teachers in the simulated conversations of the main study 

	 n M SD 

Structuring the conversation  
   

Case vignette 1 91 2.10 0.47 

Case vignette 2 94 2.45 0.62 

Problem solving 
   

Case vignette 1 91 2.23 0.66 

Case vignette 2 94 2.68 0.79 

Establishing a relationship 
   

Case vignette 1 91 1.87 0.42 

Case vignette 2 94 1.82 0.42 

Note. n = number of cases in subsample; M = sample mean; SD = standard deviation; scal-

ing: 5-point Likert scales with lower values indicating better performance.   
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15.3 Perceived Authenticity of the Simulated Conversations - 

Response Processes  

With regard to research question 6 and the authenticity of the response processes of pre-

service teachers in simulated conversations, the pre-service teachers assessed the authentic-

ity of the two simulated conversations on three 4-point Likert-type items, with higher val-

ues indicating higher authenticity (α = .79). They perceived the simulated conversations as 

highly authentic (M = 3.43, SD = .59). 81.7% of the pre-service teachers assigned a value 

of three or higher than three. Only one out of 96 pre-service teachers perceived the conver-

sations as not authentic.  

15.4 Multimethod Measurement - Relations of the Results of 

Simulated Conversations to Other Variables 

The analyses in 15.4 correspond to research question 7 and investigate to what degree 

correlations between the observer ratings of the simulated conversations and other meas-

urements and external variables correspond to theoretical expectations. For the main study, 

the multimethod measurement in which the simulated conversations were embedded was 

extended. As in the pilot study, the multimethod measurement took part on two levels. The 

first measurement level concerned the actual conversation and the second measurement 

level included also measurements and variables that extended beyond the actual conversa-

tion situations, such as previous knowledge. On the first level, as in the pilot study, inde-

pendent observers rated the performance of the pre-service teachers in the simulated 

conversations and the pre-service teachers self-assessed their performance. In addition, in 

the main study the simulated parents also rated the performance of the pre-service teachers 

in the simulated conversations and a subsample of 20 videos from 20 different pre-service 

teachers was coded with six adapted medical instruments in order to provide evidence of 

the convergent and discriminant validity of simulated conversations (cf. chapter 7.7). On 

the second level, the pre-service teachers did a situational judgment test on parent-teacher 

conversations and reported about external criteria, such as their previous knowledge, their 

Abitur grade or their study time in questionnaires. 

Correlations with the medical instruments were calculated at conversation level since the 

sample was only n = 20. All other correlations were calculated at conversation level and at 
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person level based on the average result of both conversations. Only correlations at person 

level are reported since medical research (cf. chapter 5.1.3.1) indicates that several cases 

are needed in order to validly assess communication competence. The comparison of cor-

relations at conversation level and person level confirmed this finding. Correlations at 

person level were a little higher and corresponded slightly better to the theoretical expected 

structure.  

With regard to prior research, e.g. by Aich (2011) and Hertel (2009) (cf. chapter 4.3), it is 

probable that pre-service teachers’ self-assessments of the performance in simulated con-

versations are only low correlated to independent observer ratings. It is also likely that 

there is a low or no correlation at all between the general perceptions pre-service teachers 

have of their communication competence prior to the simulated conversations and their 

performance in the simulated conversations (cf. chapter 4.3). However, the independent 

observer ratings should be positively correlated to the ratings of the simulated parents, 

external criteria, such as semester or previous knowledge, and the results of the situational 

judgment test on parent-teacher communication and other instruments measuring similar 

constructs, such as the adapted medical instruments. The strength of the correlation be-

tween the ratings with the adapted coding manual and with the adapted medical instru-

ments depends on the contents and designs of the adapted medical instruments (cf. chapter 

7.7). The correlations with the instruments Common Ground, Berliner Global Rating and 

OPTION are, e.g., expected to be high (cf. chapter 7.7). The lowest correlation is expected 

with SEGUE since it is a low inference instrument (cf. chapter 7.7).  

Table 23 shows the correlations between the observer-rated performance of pre-service 

teachers in simulated conversations, the ratings of this performance by the simulated par-

ents and the self-assessed performance of the pre-service teachers. Moreover, correlations 

of these three measurements with the results of the situational judgment test and with ex-

ternal criteria are depicted.  
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Table 23 

Correlations of the observer ratings of the performance in simulated conversations with ratings of the simulated parents, self-assessments of the 

pre-service teachers and external criteria  

 Convergent / Discriminant Evidence of Validity 
 

Criterion-Based Evidence of Validity 

  Simulated 

parents 

Pre-service 

teachers 

Situational 

judgment test 

 Abitur grade Previous 

knowledge 

Semester Self-assessed 

communication 

competence 

Independent observers 

 

 .48** .21** .43**  .23* .11 .37** .08 

Simulated parents 

 

  .36** .26**  -.02 .21* .47** .27** 

Pre-service teachers 

 

   .15  .08 .14 .05 .33** 

Note. *p ≤ .05; **p ≤ .01; self-assessed communication competence = pre-service teachers self-assessment of their general communication compe-
tence prior to communication training program and simulated conversations. 
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The results of the correlational analyses presented in Table 23 provide convergent, discri-

minant and criterion-based evidence for the validity of simulated conversations as an in-

strument for measuring the performance of pre-service teachers in conversations with 

parents. As expected, there is a medium to high correlation between the ratings of the in-

dependent observers and the ratings of the simulated parents and there are low to medium 

correlations between those two measurements and the self-assessments of the pre-service 

teachers (Cohen, 1988). Moreover, the ratings of the independent observers and the simu-

lated parents are medium correlated to the results of a situational judgment test on parent-

teacher conversations. This result also corresponds to theoretical expectations. There are 

also, as expected, low-medium correlations between the ratings of the independent observ-

ers and ratings of the simulated parents with external criteria (Cohen, 1988). The self-

assessments of the pre-service teachers of their performance in the simulated conversations 

are not related to external criteria, apart from their general self-assessed communication 

competence. The ratings of the independent observers are not related to the general self-

assessed communication competence of the pre-service teachers, while the ratings of the 

simulated parents are. In addition to these findings, further correlational analyses showed 

that previous knowledge is positively correlated to semester (r = .20, p ≤ .05) and to gen-

eral self-assessed communication competence (r = .23, p ≤ .04).  

In a second step, the correlations between the observer ratings / the ratings of the simulated 

parents / the self-assessments of the pre-service teachers and the results of the adapted 

medical instruments were investigated. Table 24 gives an overview of the corresponding 

correlational structure.  
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Table 24 

Correlations of the ratings of the performance in simulated conversations by the observers, 

the simulated parents and the pre-service teachers with observer ratings based on six 

adapted medical instruments  

 
Convergent / Discriminant Evidence of Validity 

 
SEGUE OPTION Common 

Ground 

EPSCALE LUCAS BGR 

Independent observers .38 .53* .70* .41 .58** .64** 

Simulated parents .32 .46 .62** .48* .53* .49* 

Pre-service teachers .39 .17 .12 .25 .18 .11 

Note. *p ≤ .05; **p ≤ .01; SEGUE = Set the stage, elicit information, give information, 
understand the patient’s perspective, end the encounter; OPTION = Observing patient 
involvement in decision making; EPSCALE = Explanation and Planning Scale; LUCAS= 
Liverpool Undergraduate Communication Assessment Scale; BGR = Berliner Global Rat-
ing. 

 

As expected, the correlations between the independent observer-ratings based on the cod-

ing manual and the adapted medical instruments are highest (mean of r = .55)24, followed 

by still comparatively high correlations between the ratings of the simulated parents and 

the ratings based on the adapted medical instruments (mean of r = .49). Lastly, correlations 

between the adapted medical instruments and self-assessments of the pre-service teachers 

are low (mean of r = .21) and not significant with one exception; the correlation between 

the self-assessments of the pre-service teachers and SEGUE is comparatively high (though 

not significant; this might be due to the small sample size). 

The correlational structure between the independent observer ratings based on the coding 

manual and the adapted medical instruments mainly corresponds to theoretical expecta-

tions. As expected, there are high correlations between the observer ratings based on the 

coding manual and ratings with Common Ground, the Berliner Global Rating and 

                                                 
24 The correlation coefficients were transformed to Fishers Z, averaged and then retransformed to Pearsons r 
for easier interpretation (Bortz, 2005). 
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OPTION. The correlation with LUCAS is higher than expected. Correlations with 

EPSCALE are lower than expected and not significant. Lastly, as expected, the correlation 

between observer ratings with the newly-developed coding manual and SEGUE are the 

lowest and not significant.  

In a last step, a multitrait-multimethod matrix was developed in order to compile further 

evidence of validity (Bühner, 2011). According to Bühner (2011), the highest correlations 

in a multitrait-multimethod matrix should be between the same traits measured with the 

same methods, followed by the same traits measured with different methods, followed by 

different traits measured with the same methods and the lowest correlations should be 

between different traits, measured with different methods. Table 25 features a multitrait-

multimethod matrix for the three competence facets, structuring the conversation, problem 

solving and establishing a relationship, measured with different methods: independent 

observer ratings, ratings of the simulated parents and self-assessments of the pre-service 

teachers. In this example the same traits were not measured with the same methods.  
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Table 25 

Multitrait-Multimethod Matrix  

  Independent observers Simulated parents Pre-service teachers 

  Structuring Solving Relationship Structuring Solving Relationship Structuring Solving Relationship 

Independent 

observers 

Structuring          

Solving .33**         

Relationship .43** .27**        

Simulated 

parents 

Structuring  .34** .21* .32**       

Solving .42** .30** .46** .67**      

Relationship .32** .15 .49* .63** .74**     

Pre-service 

teachers 

Structuring .15 .02 .08 .26* .19 .22*    

Solving .13 .26* .05 .32** .24* .18 .51**   

Relationship .17 .16 .16 .31** .32** .35** .48** .72**  

Note. *p ≤ .05; **p ≤ .01; convergent validity: same trait, different methods; discriminant validity: different traits, same method / different traits, dif-
ferent methods; structuring = competence facet structuring the conversation; solving = competence facet problem solving; relationship = competence 
facet establishing a relationship with the conversational partner. 
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As expected, the correlation between different traits measured with different methods is the 

lowest (mean of r = .23) 25. However, in contrast to the theoretical expectations, the corre-

lations between the different traits measured with the same method are higher (mean of 

r = .54) than the correlations of the same traits measured with different methods (mean of 

r = .29). Possible explanations for these results that are contradictory to expectations are 

discussed in chapter 17 and 18.  

                                                 
25 The correlation coefficients were again transformed to Fishers Z, averaged and then retransformed to 
Pearsons r for easier interpretation (Bortz, 2005).  
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16 Ancillary Psychometric Quality Criteria 

In this chapter it is discussed to what degree simulated conversations fulfill ancillary psy-

chometric quality criteria. The main psychometric quality criteria discussed in part E and F 

provide fundamental information about the quality of an instrument and its readiness for 

use. Ancillary quality criteria are additional indicators for a good psychometric instrument 

(Bühner, 2011). The ancillary quality criteria an instrument should adhere to fulfill com-

prise fairness, scaling, normalization, economy, utility, reasonableness, non-susceptibility 

and comparability (Bühner, 2011). Main psychometric quality criteria and ancillary psy-

chometric quality criteria are mostly independent from each other. For example, an instru-

ment can fulfill certain ancillary psychometric quality criteria and be economic and non-

susceptible but still, interpretations of results may not be valid. Thus, all quality criteria 

should be taken into account when developing and evaluating instruments. While the main 

psychometric quality criteria are essential for instruments and should be at the core of an 

instrument’s evaluation, instruments should also adhere to fulfill ancillary quality criteria. 

To which degree individual quality criteria have to be fulfilled, depends on the purpose of 

the instrument’s use. The focus in the following is on selected criteria which are particular-

ly important and informative regarding simulated conversations: utility, non-susceptibility, 

fairness, reasonableness and economy.  

Utility stands for the idea that an instrument should measure a characteristic that is required 

by and relevant for the praxis (Bühner, 2011). In addition, the instrument should either aim 

at measuring a construct for which no instruments are available so far, or provide an added 

value regarding the targeted information (Bühner, 2011). Simulated conversations are utile. 

They measure the communication competence of pre-service teachers in conversations 

with parents, a competence required by and relevant for the praxis. They also provide an 

added value in comparison with other instruments that have been employed so far to meas-

ure this competence, such as self-assessments or role-plays, since they are performance-

based and provide highly authentic measurement conditions (cf. chapter 15.3). Due to the 

high authenticity of simulated conversations, it is also likely that they are non-susceptible. 

Non-susceptibility refers to the fact that a person should neither be able to falsify a score on 

purpose nor unintentionally in order to derive a benefit from it (Bühner, 2011). It would be 

very difficult for pre-service teachers to falsify their results upwards in order to derive a 

benefit from it.  
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Fairness is the third ancillary quality criterion discussed regarding the usage of simulated 

conversations. A fair test or instrument does not advantage or disadvantage some individu-

als because of characteristics that are irrelevant to the construct (American Educational 

Research Association et al., 2014). With regard to fairness, it can be hypothesized that 

simulated conversations are comparatively fair because they resemble reality closely and, 

thus, probably capture mostly only construct-relevant characteristics. However, future 

research should investigate the fairness of simulated conversations in more detail, e.g. via 

an investigation of differential item functioning since the characteristics of actors or specif-

ic details of the case vignettes might advantage or disadvantage specific subgroups of pre-

service teachers, e.g. because of migration background or gender.  

Since simulated conversations are a new method in the educational domain, their reasona-

bleness and acceptance is particularly important. Reasonableness concerns the ethical 

aspects of measurement. An instrument should go easy on a test person’s time, psyche and 

body (Bühner, 2011). Negative consequences for the test persons have to be carefully 

weighed against positive consequences of an instrument’s use (2014). In a follow-up study 

by Altmann (2014), supervised by the author of this dissertation, with a subsample of the 

pre-service teachers of the main study (n = 10), the pre-service teachers reported that they 

perceived the simulated conversations in addition to the conversation training they re-

ceived as highly beneficial (M = 3.90, SD = 3.20, 4-point Likert-type item, higher values 

indicating higher degree of benefit). All pre-service teachers scored a three or higher. This 

finding concords with qualitative data from the main study. At the end of each study day, 

the pre-service teacher had open space for comments. The pre-service teachers highlighted 

that they found the simulated conversations very beneficial. The high degree of acceptance 

of the conversations speaks for their reasonableness.  

Another important question for the introduction of a new method concerns its economy. 

Economy refers to the fact that an instrument should be as time- and money-efficient and 

easy to handle as possible (Bühner, 2011). However, the cost-benefit calculation has to 

take into account the importance of the research question and alternatively available in-

struments (Bühner, 2011). It requires a certain amount of time and money to conceptualize 

simulated conversations so that they can diagnose competencies reliably and validly. How-

ever, regarding the validity of their results and their consequences of use, simulated con-

versations have certain advantages over other instruments commonly employed to assess 
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teachers’ competencies. Since the cost-benefit analysis of simulated conversations is cen-

tral for their future employment, it is discussed in more detail in part G. 
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17 Summary and Discussion of the Main Study Results 

The basic analyses of the main study provided results regarding the fundamental aspects of 

building scores: inter-rater agreement, the internal structure of the data and the reliability 

of the scales of the coding manual. Analyses regarding research question 1, showed that 

the inter-rater agreement across all 74 behavior anchored and high inference items of the 

coding manual and all 186 video-taped simulated conversations of the main study was 

good. However, inter-rater agreement was not above the set-cut off point (ICC = .60) for 

all items of the coding manual. It tends to be challenging to achieve high inter-rater agree-

ment with high inference rating scales in general (cf. chapter 5.1.3.4). Hence, Wirtz and 

Caspar (2002) recommend not to focus too much on coefficients but to take into account 

the difficulty of the measurement process, the importance of the results and alternatively 

available instruments. In sum, the results of the main study regarding inter-rater agreement 

are satisfactory since the ratings were high inference and the total inter-rater agreement 

was above the set cut-off point.  

With regard to research question 2, the fit of the data to the underlying theoretical construct 

was investigated. A hierarchical model with a second order factor, general communication 

competence and three first order factors, structuring the conversation, problem solving and 

establishing a relationship to the conversational partner, fit the data adequately. The behav-

ior anchored items of the main study coding manual were not part of the model since in 

line with findings in medical research the high inference items captured the construct better 

(cf. chapter 5.1.3.4). The fit between the internal structure of the data and the Munich 

Model of Communication Competence in Parent-Teacher Conversation with the main 

study data provides further evidence for the validity of the interpretation of the results of 

simulated conversations and supports the theoretical foundation of the development of the 

instruments. Moreover, the finding is in line with the results of prior research indicating a 

three-dimensional structure of the competence to communicate with parents (Hertel, 2009).  

Analyses targeting research question 3, showed that the composite reliabilities (Raykov 

& Marcoulides, 2011) of the hierarchical model of communication competence were good. 

The scales built based on the results of the confirmatory factor analysis were internally 

consistent. These findings provide further evidence for a sufficient reliability of the scales 

of the coding manual. 
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Based on the results of the basic analyses, the in-depth analyses inquired more deeply into 

important aspects of the main psychometric quality criteria, such as objectivity of applica-

tion (research question 4), effects of the case vignettes and generalizability of the results 

(research question 5), response processes (research question 6) and fit of the correlations 

between observer ratings of the performance in simulated conversations and other varia-

bles to theoretical expectations (research question 7). The in-depth analyses replicated the 

pilot study in-depth analyses and, additionally, extended the investigation of research ques-

tion 7, the correlational structure of the results in simulated conversations to other varia-

bles.  

Analyses regarding research question 4, revealed that there was no statistically significant 

effect of the different actors on the self-assessed performance of pre-service teachers in 

simulated conversations with parents. However, there was a statistically significant effect 

of the actor on the observer-rated performance. The inclusion of the case vignette into the 

analysis showed that there was no statistically significant effect of actor for case one (im-

proving poor school achievements) and a statistically significant yet small effect of the 

actor on the competence facet problem solving for case two (choice of the linguistic or the 

scientific branch). There were no statistically significant effects in the other sub compe-

tence areas or on overall communication competence for case two. These findings indicate 

that there was only a very slight effect of actor but an effect of case vignette. These results 

indicate that the actor training was overall successful and the actors mainly performed their 

roles as parents consistently and, in this way, provided comparable conditions for all study 

participants and ensured objectivity of application.  

In order to investigate more deeply into the effects of the case vignettes and the generali-

zability of the results of simulated conversations (research question 5), one of the two case 

vignettes of the pilot study (both on shared decision making regarding how to promote 

students with low school achievements) was substituted with a similar case vignette on a 

shared decision making conversation regarding the choice of the linguistic or the scientific 

branch. The correlation between the results of the pre-service teachers in those two shared 

decision making conversations was medium. There was a statistically significant yet small 

effect of case vignette on the self-assessed performance in the competence area problem 

solving and statistically significant, medium effects on the observer-rated performance of 

communication competence in the two sub competence facets, structuring the conversation 

and problem solving. These results are in line with findings from the medical domain in 
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that they show that communication competence is context-dependent and that the validity 

of simulated conversations depends on the content and number of the case vignettes (cf. 

chapter 5.1.3.1). 

Analyses targeting research question 6, the response processes in simulated conversations, 

investigated the perceived authenticity of the simulated conversations. The pre-service 

teachers perceived the simulated conversations as highly authentic. This finding indicates 

that simulated conversations provide authentic measurement conditions in which the pre-

service teachers react and respond as they would in real situations and provides further 

evidence for the validity of the measurement. The high perceived authenticity is particular-

ly promising since Dotger and colleagues (2008) consider the degree to which pre-service 

teachers perceive simulated conversations as authentic and meaningful as decisive for their 

benefit. 

Lastly, analyses regarding research question 7, showed that the correlation matrix of the 

multimethod measurement corresponded to theoretical expectations. The two external 

ratings of the performance of the pre-service teachers in simulated conversations by inde-

pendent observers and the simulated parents were correlated higher with each other than 

with self-assessments of the pre-service teachers. There were also medium correlations 

between these two external ratings and the results in a situational judgment test on parent-

teacher conversations and external criteria, such as the study time of the pre-service teach-

ers. The self-assessments of the pre-service teachers were not related to external criteria, 

apart from their self-assessed general communication competence. It is interesting that the 

ratings of the independent observers are not related to the general self-assessed communi-

cation competence of the pre-service teachers, while the ratings of the simulated parents 

are. A possible explanation is that the simulated parents might judge pre-service teachers 

with more self-confidence as better. A further interesting result of the correlational analysis 

is that previous knowledge is positively correlated to semester and to general self-assessed 

communication competence. This indicates that during the course of their studies, pre-

service teachers become more proficient in conducting conversations with parents and that 

a higher amount of previous knowledge might be a means to improve the perceived com-

petence and self-efficacy of teachers. 

Correlations between the independent observer ratings / ratings of the simulated parents / 

self-assessments of the pre-service teachers and measurements with the six adapted medi-

cal instruments also mainly corresponded to the expected theoretical structure and provid-
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ed discriminant and convergent evidence of the measurement. There were low to high 

correlations between the independent observer ratings and the six adapted medical instru-

ments and the ratings of the simulated parents and the six adapted medical instruments 

with the first being slightly higher. Correlations between the independent observer ratings 

and the ratings of the simulated parents with the only low inference instrument were the 

lowest and correlations with the high inference instruments with similar content the high-

est. This finding supports again the claim that high inference instruments measure some-

thing different than low inference instruments and are probably better suited to assess 

complex constructs. The correlations between the ratings of the independent observers and 

the simulated parents and the instrument LUCAS were higher than expected. A medium 

correlation was expected since the newly-developed coding manual assesses to what de-

gree the pre-service teachers show appropriate behavior and LUCAS assesses to what 

degree pre-service physicians / teachers show inappropriate behavior. The high correlation 

indicates that this change of perspective plays only a minor role. Correlations between 

observer ratings and simulated parents’ ratings and the instrument EPSCALE were lower 

than expected and not significant. This might be due to the fact that while explaining and 

planning were part of the originally developed coding manual, the two problem solving 

items that concerned explanation and planning were excluded due to the results of the 

confirmatory factor analyses. As expected, there were no significant correlations between 

the self-assessments of the pre-service teachers and the results of the adapted medical in-

struments. Interestingly, the correlation between the self-assessments of the pre-service 

teachers and the only low inference instrument, SEGUE, is comparatively high / the high-

est (though not significant). This might be an indicator of the fact that pre-service teachers 

have a hard time coming to a holistic, qualitative assessment of their competencies and 

rather focus on isolated skills.  

Finally, a multitrait-multimethod matrix revealed that in line with expectations, the correla-

tions between different traits measured with different methods were the lowest. However, 

in contrast to the theoretical expectations, the correlations between different traits meas-

ured with the same method were higher than the correlations of the same traits measured 

with different methods. This last result might be due to two reasons. Firstly, the three com-

petence facets, structuring the conversation, problem solving and establishing a relation-

ship, are all sub competencies of communication competence. They might be too similar to 

represent different traits. This hypothesis is also supported by the results of the confirmato-
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ry factor analyses, which revealed that the latent variables, structuring the conversation, 

problem solving and establishing a relationship, are correlated. If this hypothesis applies, 

the corresponding correlations would fall into the category of same traits measured with 

the same methods and the high correlation would then correspond to theoretical expecta-

tions. Secondly, there might be an effect of method. Self-assessments and ratings by the 

conversational partners are no objective accounts (cf. chapter 4.3). Thus, the pre-service 

teachers and the simulated parents might judge traits differently and not as differentiated as 

independent, trained observers. This hypothesis is supported by the fact that the correla-

tions within the self-assessments and the ratings by the simulated parents are higher than 

the correlations between the different observer ratings. With regard to these results it could 

be interesting for future multitrait-multimethod matrices to a) include constructs, which 

have a relationship to the communication competence of pre-service teachers but might be 

better distinguishable than the three competence facets, like content knowledge relevant for 

parent-teacher conversations, and b) to include further measurement methods, which have 

a presumably smaller method bias than self-assessments. Altogether, the empirically vali-

dated relations to other variables are a further indicator of the validity of the measurement.  

Taken in sum, most results of the main study are promising regarding the diagnosis of pre-

service teachers’ competence to communicate with parents via simulated conversations. 

The objectivity of application and scoring of the simulated conversations was acceptable, 

the results were reliable and there is evidence for the validity of the interpretation of the 

results. However, the results of the main study also show that, in particular, the content and 

number of the case vignettes and the content and design of the coding manual are decisive 

for the degree to which simulated conversations fulfill psychometric quality criteria. 
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G  Discussion 

Parent-teacher conversations are a core task for teachers and can positively influence the 

development and academic success of pupils (cf. chapter 1 and 2). However, German 

teachers are often not sufficiently prepared for conducting conversations with parents and, 

thus, during the last years parent-teacher conversations have been more strongly institu-

tionalized (cf. chapter 2.1) and integrated into teacher education in Germany (cf. chapter 

2.3). The latter ongoing process has to be monitored since teacher education should be 

based on evidence in order to ensure its future quality (Prenzel, 2013). In consequence, 

now there is a need for instruments and assessments that can bridge the gap between theory 

and practice, provide information about the effectiveness of teacher education regarding 

parent-teacher conversations, as well as about the readiness of teachers to conduct parent-

teacher conversations and about starting points for further teacher education. Consequent-

ly, the aim of this dissertation was to develop and evaluate an instrument for assessing the 

communication competence of pre-service teachers in conversations with parents.  

Simulated conversations were chosen as the main instrument for this dissertation since they 

are a promising approach to measuring communication competence: they are performance-

oriented and context-related, offer authentic measurement conditions and allow observing 

otherwise unobservable behavior (cf. chapter 5). Moreover, they are better accepted, more 

motivating and provide more valid results than other measurement methods, such as role-

plays or self-assessment questionnaires (cf. chapter 4). Additionally, simulated conversa-

tions provide an authentic (learning) experience for pre-service teachers. This is particular-

ly important since a common research finding is that pre-service teachers are not able to 

realistically self-assess their performance in conversations with parents (Aich, 2011; Her-

tel, 2009). This might be due to a lack of necessary practical experience in teacher educa-

tion that allows sorting learning content and competencies with regard to practical 

relevance (Hertel, 2009). Simulated conversations hold not only the potential to bridge this 

gap between theory and practice but also to provide empirical evidence of the quality of 

teacher education and the teachers’ level of readiness regarding future parent-teacher con-

versations.  

Due to their advantages and positive research findings on their objectivity, reliability and 

validity, simulated conversations have become a wide-spread method to train and assess 

competencies in the medical domain (cf. chapter 5.1). However, medical research has also 

identified four main foci that should be investigated when employing simulated conversa-
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tions because they influence the degree to which simulated conversations fulfill psycho-

metric quality criteria: the number and content of cases, the recruitment and training of 

actors, the recruitment and training of raters and the coding manual for rating the perfor-

mance (cf. chapter 5.1).  

Since 2007 simulated conversations have also been employed in the educational domain, 

as a learning tool (cf. chapter 5.3). First research regarding this new area of application 

provides further information about necessary evaluation foci for the simulated conversa-

tions developed in this dissertation. The findings reveal e.g. that conversations in the edu-

cational domain are far less predictable than those in the medical domain (Dotger et al., 

2008). Thus, it is crucial to achieve an adequate balance between standardization and au-

thenticity when employing simulated conversations to assess teachers’ competencies. In 

consequence, the consistent portrayal of the parents’ roles is particularly challenging in the 

educational domain and have been one evaluation focus for the simulated conversations 

developed in this dissertation.  

A further finding on simulated conversations in the educational domain is that their degree 

of authenticity is decisive for their acceptance and the benefit students can draw from them 

(Dotger et al., 2008). Therefore, another focus for the evaluation of the simulated conver-

sations in this dissertation was their perceived authenticity. In addition to the portrayal of 

the parents, the perceived authenticity of the conversations hinges on the case vignettes the 

conversations are based on (Dotger et al., 2008). Thus, a third evaluation focus for the 

simulated conversations developed in this dissertation was the case vignettes. The educa-

tional findings presented thus far reinforce the medical findings and speak for the corre-

sponding choice of evaluation foci.  

With regard to the importance of coding manuals and raters for the objectivity, reliability 

and validity of simulated conversations, there were no findings from the educational do-

main since simulated conversations had not been previously used as an assessment for 

teacher competencies. However, medical research indicates that the coding manual (Bar-

man, 2005; Chesser et al., 2009; Iramaneerat et al., 2008) and the raters (Chesser et al., 

2009; Lurie et al., 2008) influence the objectivity, reliability and validity of simulated 

conversations when employed as an assessment and simulated conversations were used for 

the first time to assess teachers’ competencies in this dissertation. Thus, the coding manual 

and the raters were chosen as two further evaluation foci. Furthermore, when developing 

measurement instruments the validity of the results should always be evaluated (American 
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Educational Research Association et al., 2014) and was, thus, chosen as the final evalua-

tion focus. 

The transfer of simulated conversations to the educational domain as an instrument for 

assessing the communication competence of pre-service teachers to communicate with 

parents necessitated an evaluation of the instrument with regard to this purpose, concen-

trating on the evaluation foci deduced from prior research in the medical and educational 

domain. The main research findings regarding these evaluation foci are summarized and 

assigned to psychometric quality criteria in chapter 18. Moreover, based on these main 

findings recommendations for the future employment of simulated conversations are de-

veloped. 
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18 Main Findings and Practice Implications 

Research question 1 investigated the objectivity of scoring and provided information re-

garding the evaluation foci coding manual and case vignettes. The analyses of the pre- and 

main study data showed that overall inter-rater agreement was higher than the set cut-off 

point for both studies. This finding indicates that the developed rater training sufficiently 

prepared the raters for using the newly-developed coding manual. However, inter-rater 

agreement in the pilot study was much higher than inter-rater agreement in the main study. 

Moreover, in the pilot study the raters reached the set cut-off point for every individual 

item, which was not the case in the main study. While most researchers agree that it is 

difficult to achieve high inter-rater agreement with high inference items and interpretation 

of inter-rater agreement coefficients should take this into account and not solely stick to 

cut-off levels (Seidel et al., 2005; Wirtz & Caspar, 2002), the results of the pilot study 

show that it is possible to achieve a high inter-rater agreement with a high inference coding 

manual.  

The lower inter-rater agreement in the main study in comparison to the pilot study might 

be due to the following reasons. Firstly, due to the interdisciplinary approach of the re-

search project ProfKom (cf. chapter 8), the observers had to rate expert-layman conversa-

tions from two different areas in the main study: doctor-patient and parent-teacher 

conversations. This proceeding could have increased the difficulty of the rating process. 

Secondly, the coding manual of the pilot study was modified with regard to the main study. 

The two main differences between the two coding manuals were that, in the main study 

coding manual, the written explanations of the item interstages were omitted to facilitate 

interval scale level (Wirtz & Caspar, 2002) and additional behavior anchored items were 

included as a basis for an easier interpretable feedback for the participants. The omission 

of the interstages in combination with the inclusion of further behavior anchored items 

seems to have produced a cognitive overload for the raters in the main study. On top of 

that, Altmann (2014) compared the satisfaction with feedback based on the behavior an-

chored items and on the high inference items and found no difference. Since the supple-

mentary behavior anchored items do not seem to produce the anticipated additional value 

for the participants but instead overstrain the raters, whereas the omitted interstages seem 

to have been helpful for the raters, a slightly modified version of the pilot study coding 

manual is recommended for future applications. The modifications concern the items “ade-
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quacy of the proportion of participation of both conversational partners in the conversa-

tion”, “quality of cooperation” and “subject-specific performance”. The first two items 

should be omitted since data analyses from the pre- and main study showed that the item 

“adequacy of the proportion of participation of both conversational partners in the conver-

sation” does not seem to be part of the construct communication competence in parent-

teacher conversations and the item “quality of cooperation” seems to blur the lines between 

the competence facets establishing a relationship and problem solving since it captures 

aspects from both competence facets. The third item, “subject-specific performance”, 

should be substituted with the item “fit of the solution to the problem” since this modified 

version of the item was evaluated as better in the main study.  

The rater training, which was employed in the pilot and the main study, can be recom-

mended as is for the future training of observers for rating high inference items with regard 

to simulated conversations or other types of observation of behavior. Since the main study 

results show how difficult it is to keep a high inter-rater agreement, the inter-rater agree-

ment should be regularly reassessed when coding behavior over a certain period of time or 

number of instances.  

Research question 2 investigated whether the internal structure of the data matched the 

theoretical model, which was the basis for the instrument development: the Munich Model 

of Communication Competence in Parent-Teacher Conversation (cf. chapter 3). The inves-

tigation of research question 2 provided further information about the coding manual and 

first evidence for the validity of the measurement. Regarding the coding manual the main 

study analyses showed that the high inference items captured the construct better than the 

behavior anchored items. This finding is consistent with prior research (Regehr et al., 

1998; Seidel et al., 2005) and speaks also for the use of the pilot study coding manual in 

the future. The fit between the high inference items of the pilot study and the theoretical 

model that could be replicated with the (slightly modified26) set of high inference items of 

the main study is an indicator of the validity of the measurement (American Educational 

Research Association et al., 2014) and supports the theoretical foundations for instrument 

development. The findings are consistent with prior research in so far as the Munich Model 

of Communication Competence in Parent-Teacher Conversation conceptualizes communi-

cation competence as a three-dimensional construct (Hertel, 2009). Additionally, Gartmei-

er and colleagues (2015) showed that the structure of the communication competence of a 

                                                 
26 The models of the pilot study and of the main study differed only with regard to the exclusion of two 
problem solving and one relationship item in the main study. 
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sample of pre-service teachers and pre-service physicians also corresponded to the model 

(cf. chapter 3). The findings furthermore indicate that the model captures important aspects 

of the competence of (pre-service) teachers to communicate with parents and is context-

specific enough while still being widely applicable, e.g. also to other types of expert-

layperson conversations (Gartmeier et al., 2015).  

Research question 3 targeted the reliability of the scales of the newly-developed coding 

manual and provided further information regarding this evaluation focus. All scales of the 

pilot study and the main study coding manual were reliable. Though the scales were slight-

ly edited between the pilot study and the main study due to the results of the confirmatory 

factor analyses, these findings speak for the structure and the content of the coding manu-

als and their future usage.  

Based on the results of the basic analyses regarding research questions 1-3, several in-

depth analyses were conducted that target further evaluation foci and corresponding psy-

chometric quality criteria.  

Research question 4 investigated whether the actors consistently portrayed the parents. As 

explained above, this objectivity of application is considered particularly challenging for 

simulated conversations in the educational domain. The pilot study results showed no sta-

tistically significant effects of actor on the self-assessed or observer-rated performance of 

the pre-service teachers in the simulated conversations, which indicated a sufficiently con-

sistent portrayal. Regarding the main study the consistent portrayal was on the whole con-

firmed. However, for one case vignette, there was a statistically significant yet small effect 

of actor on the observer-rated performance of the pre-service teachers in the competence 

facet problem solving. This result indicates that there can be effects of actors on the (self-

assessed) performance as well as interaction effects between actors and case vignettes.  

From these results follow implications regarding the future construction of case vignettes 

and the design of the actor training program. In general the format of the case vignettes and 

the subdivision into background information, interactional knowledge and triggers seems 

to be appropriate since they provided the actors most of the times with enough information 

to consistently portray the parents. For future employment - if possible - even more fixed 

content should be included to avoid interaction effects between case vignettes and actors. 

The second implication is that an extensive actor training including trial runs is important 

for every single case vignette in order to ensure a consistent portrayal. It is notable that the 

effect of the actor is not on the competence facet establishing a relationship with the con-
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versational partner but on the competence facet problem solving. One possible explanation 

is that the three actors portraying this case did not simply differ with regard to their kind-

ness; but instead it is likely that the degree to which the actors either helped the pre-service 

teachers to solve the problem, e.g. through cueing, or hindered them differed. In order to 

prevent incidents like this, the actors should be cautioned against cueing and, if possible, 

inconsistent portrayals should be exemplified, e.g. with selected video sequences from trial 

runs or a pilot study. Lastly, the consistent portrayal of the parents should be evaluated on 

a regular basis since their performance is likely to change over the course of time (Adamo, 

2003). For this kind of consistent reevaluation, Scheiderer (2013) has developed a category 

system under the supervision of the author of this dissertation.  

Research question 5 investigated the effects of the case vignettes on the self-assessed and 

observer-rated performance of the pre-service teachers and the generalizability of the re-

sults from one simulated conversation to another. In the pilot study there was no statistical-

ly significant effect of the case vignettes on the self-assessed or observer-rated 

performance and the results of the two conversations based on two different case vignettes 

were significantly positively correlated with each other. The main study investigated the 

evaluation focus case vignette in greater depth. One of the two very similar case vignettes 

of the pilot study was substituted with another case vignette, which still concerned shared 

decision making but had slightly different content. Even though the two case vignettes in 

the main study were still comparatively similar, the correlation between them was only 

medium and there was a statistically significant effect of case vignette on the self-assessed 

and observer-rated performance of the pre-service teachers. These main study findings 

confirm prior research from the medical and educational domain, which shows that the 

case vignettes are extremely important for the objectivity, reliability, validity and ac-

ceptance of simulated conversations (Barman, 2005; Dotger et al., 2008; Guiton et al., 

2004; Iramaneerat et al., 2008; Newble, 2004). Since the content and number of the case 

vignettes seems to be critical for the validity of an assessment consisting of simulated 

conversations, it is recommended for the future employment of simulated conversations to 

thoroughly select the content for the case vignettes, e.g. according to medical guidelines, 

and to construct assessments that consist of multiple cases. The fewer cases included, the 

more important it is to provide students with routine cases and multiple opportunities to 

show a certain behavior (Lang et al., 2004).  
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knowledge is only included in general and not narrowed down to specific kinds of situa-

tions, like the models of Hertel (Hertel, 2009) and Bruder and colleagues (2010), which 

target conversations regarding learning. In this way, the modified model highlights the 

importance of content knowledge needed to successfully conduct parent-teacher conversa-

tions and is still applicable to a variety of different parent-teacher conversation situations.  

Research question 6 targeted the evaluation focus authenticity of the conversations. The 

corresponding analyses provide information about the response processes of the pre-

service teachers and, in line with this, about the validity of the results. The pre-service 

teachers perceived the conversations as highly authentic in both the pre- and the main 

study. From this result it can be concluded that the response processes of the pre-service 

teachers were also authentic, which speaks for the validity of the measurement. Additional-

ly, these results further support the finding that the content of the case vignettes and the 

portrayal of the characters by the actors were adequate and realistic.  

Research question 7 investigated to what degree the relations between the results of the 

simulated conversations and other measurements and criteria corresponded to theoretical 

expectations in order to compile further evidence of the validity of the measurement. This 

multimethod validation approach comprised measurements and criteria compiled at two 

levels: in the conversation situation per se (perspectives of different raters) and beyond the 

actual conversation situation (external variables). Correlations between the observer ratings 

of the performance of the pre-service teachers in the simulated conversations and the other 

measurements and criteria mainly corresponded to theoretical expectations (for an in-depth 

discussion of all individual results see chapter 17). At the conversation level ratings of the 

trained observers and the simulated parents were, e.g., as expected, higher correlated with 

each other than with self-assessments of the pre-service teachers. Also in line with expecta-

tions, the two external assessments were higher related than self-assessments with meas-

urements at the second level, such as a situational judgment test on parent-teacher 

conversations and external criteria. Correlations between observer ratings of the simulated 

conversations with the newly-developed coding manual and six adapted medical instru-

ments mainly corresponded to theoretical expectations (see chapter 17 for possible expla-

nations of results which did not correspond to a priori hypotheses). The lowest correlation 

was, as expected, between ratings with the newly-developed coding manual and ratings 

with the only low inference instrument. This finding is in line with prior research and indi-

cates that low inference instruments measure something different than high inference in-
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struments (Chesser et al., 2009; Newble, 2004; Regehr et al., 1998; Seidel et al., 2005; 

Skillings et al., 2010). The self-assessments of the pre-service teachers were not related to 

ratings with the medical instruments what also corresponded to expectations. This finding 

is again indicative of the fact that it is difficult for pre-service teachers to come to a realis-

tic self-assessment of their competencies to conduct conversations with parents. The high-

est, though still not significant, correlation was between the self-assessments of the pre-

service teachers and the only low inference medical instrument. This finding suggests that 

the pre-service teachers rather focus on isolated skills when judging their performance and 

might not be able to come to a holistic qualitative assessment of their competencies.  

The results of a multitrait-multimethod matrix for the three competence facets, structuring 

the conversation, problem solving and establishing a relationship, corresponded only partly 

to theoretical expectations. As expected, the correlations between different traits measured 

with different methods were the lowest. However, contrary to expectations, the correlations 

between different traits measured with the same methods were higher than the correlations 

between the same traits measured with different methods. This last result might be due to 

two reasons. Firstly, the three competence facets, structuring the conversation, problem 

solving and establishing a relationship, are all sub competencies of the competence of 

teachers to communicate with parents. They might be too similar to represent different 

traits. If this applies, the corresponding correlations would fall into the category same traits 

measured with the same methods and the high correlation would then correspond to theo-

retical expectations (Bühner, 2011). Secondly, there might be an effect of method. Self-

assessments and ratings by the conversational partners are no objective accounts (cf. chap-

ter 4.3). Thus, the pre-service teachers and the simulated parents might judge traits differ-

ently and not as differentiated as independent, trained observers. This hypothesis is 

supported by the fact that the correlations within the self-assessments of the pre-service 

teachers and the ratings by the simulated parents are higher than the correlations between 

the different observer ratings. This result indicates that while the simulated parents are per 

se potential raters (Barman, 2005; Blake et al., 2006), they do need a more intense rater 

training than the minimal treatment they received in this dissertation, which corresponds to 

prior research findings in the medical domain (Cleland et al., 2009). 

In sum, the correspondence of the empirically validated relations between the results of the 

simulated conversations and other variables to theoretical expectations is another indicator 

for the validity of the results of the simulated conversations (American Educational Re-
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search Association et al., 2014). Further support for the validity of the simulated conversa-

tions comes from a recent study by Gartmeier and colleagues (2015). They could show that 

the simulated conversations could differentiate between pre-service teachers that had re-

ceived communication training on parent-teacher conversations and a control group (Gart-

meier et al., 2015). Moreover, the simulated conversations also allowed to differentiate 

between groups that had received different types of conversation training (Gartmeier et al., 

2015) and, in this way, could deliver information regarding the effectiveness of different 

types of teacher education training components. Based on the results of the simulated con-

versations, points for refinements of teacher training programs regarding parent-teacher 

conversations could be deduced (Gartmeier et al., 2015).  

To answer the overall research question, the consistency of the results of the pre- and the 

main study indicates that simulated conversations are suited to diagnose the communica-

tion competence of pre-service teachers in parent-teacher conversations. If constructed 

properly, they deliver objective, reliable and valid results. In comparison to other instru-

ments (cf. chapter 4) simulated conversations provide an added value since they are per-

formance-based, context-related and provide comparatively authentic measurement 

conditions. Moreover, due to the high degree of authenticity of the measurement condi-

tions, simulated conversations are probably non-susceptible by the participants and sup-

posedly comparatively fair since they mostly capture construct relevant characteristics (cf. 

chapter 16). However, the results presented in this dissertation also show that the different 

components of simulated conversations, such as the case vignettes or the coding manual, 

influence the degree to which simulated conversations do fulfill psychometric quality crite-

ria and capture competencies adequately. Thus, the different components of simulated 

conversations have to be carefully designed and evaluated in order to establish and ensure 

an adequate balance between authenticity and standardization. The design and evaluation 

process requires a considerable amount of expertise, time and money. Thus, the costs and 

benefits of simulated conversations should be carefully weighed with regard to the purpos-

es and framework conditions of their employment.  
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19 Limitations and Future Research Areas 

Since this study was a first evaluation of simulated conversations as an assessment for 

teachers’ competencies, it could not be exhaustive but merely aimed at compiling first 

evidence of their suitability and readiness for use. While the study could show that simu-

lated conversations - if constructed properly - are suited to diagnose the competencies of 

pre-service teachers to communicate with parents, it has also several limitations. First of 

all, the sample consisted only of pre-service Gymnasium teachers in the first phase of their 

teacher education27. Consequently, results cannot be generalized to teachers in-service 

since they might react differently to simulated conversations. In contrast to pre-service 

teachers, in-service teachers have already conducted conversations with real parents and 

might judge the authenticity of simulated conversations differently. Thus, future research 

should evaluate to what degree simulated conversations are also suited to diagnose the 

communication competence of in-service teachers and pre-service teachers in the second, 

practical phase of teacher education. Experiences from the medical domain show that sim-

ulated conversations are not only well-accepted by students but also by physicians and can 

be used to train and assess them (Beullens et al., 1997; Rethans et al., 2007). This finding 

is promising regarding a future employment of simulated conversations with in-service 

teachers. Associated to this research area is the question for good points in time during 

teacher education and advanced teacher training at which simulated conversations provide 

a high benefit and should, thus, be applied; they might, e.g., be better suited for pre- than 

for in-service teachers due to different acceptance levels or they might not be suited for 

pre-service teachers at the very beginning of their education since these might lack neces-

sary content knowledge. With regard to this, the prognostic validity of simulated conversa-

tions is also of interest. Future research should investigate to what degree results of 

simulated conversations of teachers at different educational and professional stages are 

related to the quality of real parent-teacher conversations (Stokoe, 2013). A last, long-term 

point for this line of research is, if and how the employment of simulated conversations 

and the improved capacity of teachers to communicate with parents affect students. 

                                                 
27 Teacher education in Germany is divided into two parts. During the first phase pre-service teachers acquire 
theoretical knowledge at a university or teacher training college in combination with practical phases at 
schools. The first phase concludes with the first state examination. In the second, practical phase trainee 
teachers work in schools accompanied by theoretical sessions. This phase concludes with the second state 
examination.  
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A second limitation of this study is that the results are only to a limited extent generaliza-

ble to pre-service teachers studying for other types of school since at least one of the case 

vignettes was tailored especially to the needs of Gymnasium teachers and the analyses 

conducted in this dissertation showed that the case vignettes are comparatively influential. 

In the future simulated conversations for (pre-service) teachers of other school types 

should be developed and evaluated for the following reason: several studies hint to the fact 

that especially students with low socio-economic or migration background benefit from 

parent-teacher cooperation and that parent-teacher cooperation might be a means to pro-

vide more equal chances for all students (Hertel, 2009; Hill et al., 2004). In Germany a 

disproportional high number of students with low socio-economic and / or migration back-

ground attend other types of school than the Gymnasium.  

A further limitation of the study is that the simulated conversations targeted a very specific 

type of communication competence: the competence of (pre-service) teachers to conduct 

formal conversations with one or two parents. Future research should investigate to what 

extent this specific type of communication competence, depicted in the Munich Model of 

Communication Competence in Parent-Teacher Conversations, can be transferred to other 

types of conversations / conversational partners. It is one of the advantages of the model 

that it is applicable to a variety of contexts and it can be assumed that communication 

competence as conceptualized in the model might be helpful in other types of conversa-

tions or with other conversational partners, like students or colleagues, as well: one also 

needs to structure the conversation, solve a problem and establish a relationship to the 

conversational partner. However, this assumption needs to be empirically tested. 

Lastly, due to the practical relevance of parent-teacher conversations, the potential of simu-

lated conversations for the training and assessment of (pre-service) teachers for parent-

teacher conversations and the comparatively few preceding research findings in this area, 

future research on parent-teacher conversations and simulated conversations is needed. 

With regard to simulated conversations, the evaluation of factors that influence their objec-

tivity, reliability and validity should be continued. Since the slight differences in the design 

of the components of the simulated conversations for the pre- and main study have turned 

out to be influential and since there are also complex interaction effects between the differ-

ent components, an analysis of simulated conversations via Generalizability Theory seems 

promising. Generalizability Theory allows singling out and quantifying the contribution of 

different sources of error variance, which critically influence the objectivity, reliability and 
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validity of an assessment, as well as interaction effects between the different error variance 

sources (Cardinet, Johnson, & Pini, 2010). Furthermore, with the help of decision studies, 

it is also possible to single out points of improvement for an assessment and, in this way, to 

refine simulated conversations (Cardinet et al., 2010). The application of Generalizability 

and Decision studies requires the development of a design, which systematically varies all 

potential sources of error (Cardinet et al., 2010). This was not possible in this dissertation 

but should be done in future research based on the potential sources of error identified in 

this study. 
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20 Outlook  

The simulated conversations, which were presented and discussed in this dissertation, were 

developed and evaluated in a complex validation study that was part of a research project 

(cf. chapter 8). The results of the dissertation show that simulated conversations are a valu-

able instrument for research on teacher education, which can deliver empirical evidence of 

its effectiveness, and that has potential for further usage in research on teacher training. As 

a next step, the suitability of simulated conversations for daily use in teacher education is 

of the utmost relevance since teachers as well as parents demand more teacher education 

regarding parent-teacher conversations (cf. chapter 2). The developments in the medical 

domain show that over the course of 50 years simulated conversations have become a 

worldwide and frequently used method for the training and assessment of medical students 

(Association of Standardized Patient Educators, 2014; Barrows & Abrahamson, 1964) due 

to their decisive advantages in comparison with other instruments, such as their high au-

thenticity, acceptance and their fulfillment of psychometric quality criteria (Barman, 2005; 

Cleland et al., 2009; Newble, 2004). Today, simulated conversations are used as a training 

method or a formative assessment in medical education in order to give group or individual 

feedback (Cleland et al., 2009; Görlitz et al., 2014; May et al., 2009) as well as in high-

stakes final exams in order to assess whether the competencies of individual medical stu-

dents are at an adequate level to start their profession (Adamo, 2003; United States Medi-

cal Licensing Examination, 2015). With awareness of the developments in the medical 

domain, it is conceivable that simulated conversations will be integrated into teacher edu-

cation as both training tools and / or formative assessments during the course of studies in 

order to identify starting points for future training or as a summative, final exam at the end 

of teacher education in order to assess whether teachers are adequately prepared for con-

versations with parents.  

With regard to an application as summative assessments, simulated conversations must 

fulfill a variety of (psychometric quality) criteria. The findings in the medical domain (cf. 

chapter 5) and this dissertation illustrate that in order to use simulated conversations in 

high-stakes exams much time, effort, research and money are necessary and that in the 

educational domain simulated conversations are still at the first development level. How-

ever, the results of this dissertation are promising in so far as they indicate that, if con-

structed and evaluated properly, simulated conversations also possess potential to be 
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integrated as summative assessments in the educational domain, e.g. in order to assess the 

competences of pre-service teachers to conduct conversations with parents at the end of 

their study program.  

The research findings presented in this dissertation indicate, furthermore, that simulated 

conversations could be integrated into teacher education as formative assessments at their 

current development stage. They are well-accepted, offer authentic learning experiences 

and are sufficiently objective, reliable and valid. The usage of simulated conversations as 

formative assessments is less time and money intensive than as summative assessments. 

With regard to formative purposes, it is, e.g., sufficient if the simulated conversational 

partners rate the performance in the conversations instead of independent raters (Cleland et 

al., 2009). This finding from the medical domain is supported by the comparatively high 

correlation between ratings by the independent raters and simulated parents found in this 

dissertation despite the fact that the simulated parents were only minimally trained for 

rating the conversations (cf. chapter 15.4). However, if simulated conversational partners 

(only) rate the conversations, they should be trained intensively for this task (Cleland et al., 

2009). The results from the multi-trait multimethod matrix presented in this dissertation 

indicate e.g. that the ratings of the trained observers were more differentiated (the method 

effect was smaller) than those of the simulated parents. Moreover, descriptive analyses 

showed that the simulated parents were not as strict as the independent observers.  

A further possibility to design simulated conversations in a more economical way is to 

train students from higher semesters as raters or simulated parents. This possibility is 

sometimes used in medical education (S. Harris, personal communication, April 08, 2014). 

However, this approach has the danger that students portraying patients and participating 

students know each other and the simulated conversations end up being role-plays and lose 

some of their authenticity.  

A last possibility to save time and money when employing simulated conversations con-

cerns the videotaping process. It is not absolutely necessary to videotape the conversations 

if simulated parents or independent observers rate the performance of the pre-service 

teachers during or immediately after the conversations. Not videotaping conversations 

saves money, e.g. with regard to the equipment and the salaries of the camerapersons. 

Another possibility - if the quality of the videos is not decisive and the videos are not used 

for summative assessments - is to have students videotape their own performance or those 
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of peers with their phones or computers since today a lot of those devices possess integrat-

ed cameras.  

One point that is particularly important when using simulated conversations as a formative 

assessment is feedback. Feedback can significantly enhance learning (Hattie & Timperley, 

2007) and was considered very important by the participants in this and other studies in 

which simulated conversations (B. Dotger, personal communication, March 07, 2014) or 

role-plays (Hertel, 2009) were used to train and assess the competencies of pre-service 

teachers to communicate with parents. In the follow-up study by Altmann (2014), in which 

a subsample of the pre-service teachers who had conducted simulated conversations in this 

dissertation received feedback on their performance, the participating pre-service teachers 

reported that they perceived the feedback in addition to the simulated conversations as very 

helpful. Feedback that allows participants to compare self-assessments to external assess-

ments is particularly beneficial since it helps pre-service teachers to become better at real-

istically judging their competencies (Hertel, 2009; Kluger & DeNisi, 1996) and, in this 

way, contributes to bridging the gap between teacher education and practice. In order to 

give external feedback, representative and up-to-date comparative samples are needed, 

which allow interpreting and classifying individual results (American Educational Re-

search Association et al., 2014). If simulated conversations are videotaped, pre-service 

teachers should also receive access to their videos since videos can not only be used when 

giving feedback, but also inspire self-reflection and enhance the learning effect further 

(Kleinknecht & Schneider, 2013). 

A last point that should be considered when integrating simulated conversations into teach-

er education is that this study has shown that the content of simulated conversations is 

particularly influential. Thus, the design of simulated conversations should be based on 

content from regular courses taught in teacher education when embedding them into teach-

er education (Dotger, 2011a). This allows pre-service teachers to put the theoretically ac-

quired knowledge promptly into practice and ensures that they possess the pedagogical 

content knowledge to conduct the conversations. This close connection between theory and 

practice probably also has a motivating effect on pre-service teachers since they long for a 

more practice-oriented teacher education that prepares them for the every-day professional 

life of teachers (Putnam & Borko, 2000; Terhart, 2009). Lastly, the connection between 

regular method courses and simulated conversations would make simulated conversations 

an integral, instead of an additional, part of teacher education. When connecting regular 
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method courses with simulated conversations, the idea of simulated parents can also be 

broadened to simulated students, school leaders or colleagues (Dotger, 2011b). An ensem-

ble of simulated conversations with different conversational partners, addressing different 

content knowledge acquired during teacher education and comprising different types of 

conversations, will provide a comprehensive picture of a pre-service teacher’s communica-

tion competence and single out starting points for further training.  

In sum, this dissertation has provided evidence that simulated conversations possess poten-

tial for research on teacher education and for teacher education practice, for formative as 

well as summative purposes. With regard to research, simulated conversations can provide 

empirical evidence for the effectiveness of teacher education regarding parent-teacher 

conversations and about the readiness of (pre-service) teachers for conducting future par-

ent-teacher conversations. Beyond this, simulated conversations should be integrated into 

teacher education and advanced teacher training since they allow promoting and assessing 

the competencies of (pre-service) teachers to communicate with parents and, in this way, 

foster relations between parents and teachers and contribute to the student success and 

development.  
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24 Materials 

All materials were developed in the context of the research project ProfKom funded by the 

German Federal Ministry of Education and Research. I would like to especially thank all 
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tion and support in particular with regard to the development of the simulated conversa-
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entire project developed by all project partners (Bauer et al., 2013). The original materials 

are in German. Since the dissertation is in English, I translated all materials into English. 

For space reasons only the English version of the materials are enclosed. 
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24.3 Coding Manual Pilot Study 

Coding Manual for the Rating of Video‐Taped Shared Decision 
Making Conversations Between Parents and Teachers  

 
Facets of the Munich Model of Communication Competence in Parent‐Teacher Conversation ‐ 

assigned observation areas and items 
 

Competence facet 1: 
Structuring the conversation 
 

Competence facet 2: 
Problem solving 

Competence facet 3: 
Establishing a relationship 

0. Global rating items for the three competence facets 

1.1 Detectability of the shared 
decision making conversation‐
al phases 

2.1 Successful establishment 
of common ground at the 
beginning of the conversation 

3.1 Unconditional positive 
regard and respect for the 
conversational partner 

1.2 Adequacy of the length of 
the shared decision making 
conversational phases  

2.2 Comprehensibility of the 
presented options for solving 
the problem 

3.2 Authenticity of the teacher 

1.3 Correctness of the order of 
the shared decision making 
conversational phases 

2.3 Quality of cooperation in 
the negotiation process  

3.3 Empathy of the teacher 
with the conversational part‐
ner and his perspective 

1.4 Quality of the use of meta‐
communication for structuring 
the conversation 

2.4 Coming to a concrete 
agreement  

3.4 Constructiveness of the 
conversational climate 

1.5 Adequacy of the propor‐
tion of participation of both 
conversational partners in the 
conversation  

2.5 Subject‐specific perfor‐
mance of the teacher 

3.5 Adequacy of the nonverbal 
behavior of the teacher 

 

CODING INSTRUCTION 

The raters can stop and rewatch the video as required. The levels of the scale 1 to 5 cor‐
respond roughly to German school grades: 1 (very good), 2 (good), 3 (satisfactory), 4 (ad‐
equate), 5 (fail). 

1. After the raters have watched the video for the first time: Rating of the scale 0 
and the items 1.1 ‐ 1.5 
 

2. After the raters have watched the video for the second time: Rating of the items 
2.1‐2.5 
 

3. After the raters have watched the video for the third time: Rating of the items 
3.1‐3.5 
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O. GLOBAL RATING OF THE COMPETENCE FACETS 

Judge the global ratings according to the overall impression you have of the teacher’s 

performance in the three competence areas after watching the video for the first time.  

1. STRUCTURING THE CONVERSATION 

  1  2  3  4  5 

The teacher succeeded in structuring the conversation (according to 
the shared decision making model) and in adequately shaping the 
length of the conversational phases, the transitions between the 
conversational phases and the proportion of participation of both 
conversational partners in the conversation. 

         

1 = totally applies / 2 = rather applies / 3 = partially applies / 4 = does rather not apply / 5 = does not 
apply at all 

 

2.   PROBLEM SOLVING 

  1  2  3  4  5 

The teacher successfully established common ground with regard to 
the rationale of the conversation, developed possible solutions in 
cooperation with the parent and came to a concrete agreement re‐
garding the further proceeding which satisfies the parent and his 
needs. 

         

1 = totally applies / 2 = rather applies / 3 = partially applies / 4 = does rather not apply / 5 = does not 
apply at all 

 

3.   ESTABLISHING A RELATIONSHIP 

  1  2  3  4  5 

The teacher succeeded in establishing a positive interpersonal rela‐
tionship with the parent that was beneficial for the course of the 
conversation by showing positive regard and acting congruently and 
constructively. 

         

1 = totally applies / 2 = rather applies / 3 = partially applies / 4 = does rather not apply / 5 = does not 
apply at all 
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1. FACET: STRUCTURING THE CONVERSATION 

1.1 DETECTABILITY OF THE SHARED DECISION MAKING CONVERSATIONAL PHASES 

Question: Are the fundamental phases of a shared decision making conversation (greet‐

ing, establishing common ground with regard to the problem, offering to come to a 

shared decision, presenting possible solutions, negotiating a solution, coming to a con‐

crete agreement, saying goodbye) clearly detectable? 

All fundamental shared decision making conversational phases are clearly 
detectable. 

1 

The conversational phases are mainly detectable. 
 

2 

The conversational phases are only partly distinguishable or some conversational 
phases are clearly distinguishable, others not.  
 

3 

Only few conversational phases (1‐2) are detectable.  
 

4 

The conversational phases (apart from greeting and saying goodbye) are not 
distinguishable. 

5 

 

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES  

Shared decision making offer: 

Teacher: “I have thought about possible solutions as well. I would suggest that we make 

use of the conversation today to JOINTLY find a solution for the problem.” 

NOTICE:  

The conversational phases “presenting possible solutions” and “negotiating a solution” 

often overlap. It is not always necessary to assign a lower score for that as long as you 

have the impression that the course of the conversation is still well structured. 
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1.2 ADEQUEACY OF THE LENGTH OF THE SHARED DECISION MAKING CONVERSATIONAL 

PHASES  

Question: Are the conversational phases adequately long? 

The shared decision making conversational phases are adequately long.  1 

The length of most conversational phases is adequately long. 1‐2 phases are a little 
too long or short. 
 

2 

Approximately half of the conversational phases is adequately long. The others are 
rather too long or too short. 
 

3 

Only few conversational phases are adequately long. Most are either too long or too 
short. 
 

4 

Some conversational phases do not or hardly exist. The rest is either too long or too 
short. 

5 

 

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES 

‐ 

NOTICE:  

If conversational phases are missing, rate them as too short.  
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1.3 CORRECTNESS OF THE ORDER OF THE SHARED DECISION MAKING CONVERSATIONAL 

PHASES 

Question: Is the order of the shared decision making conversational phases (greeting, 

establishing common ground with regard to the problem, offering to come to a shared 

decision, presenting possible solutions, negotiating a solution, coming to a concrete 

agreement, saying goodbye) correct? 

All shared decision making conversational phases are in correct order.   1 

One conversational phase takes place at the wrong time.  
 

2 

More than one conversational phase take place at the wrong time. Some conversa‐
tional phases take place in correct order.  
 

3 

The majority of the conversational phases takes place at the wrong time. 
 

4 

The order of the shared decision making process is completely incorrect. Conversa‐
tional phases take either place in the wrong order or are mixed with each other. 

5 

 

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES   

‐ 

NOTICE:  

If conversational phases are missing, rate them as in incorrect order. 
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1.4 QUALITY OF THE USE OF METACOMMUNICATION FOR STRUCTURING THE 

CONVERSATION 

Question: How well does the teacher structure the conversation by using metacommuni‐

cation?  

Criteria: Possible types of metacommunication are structuring phrases, summaries, tran‐

sitions, inquiries (e.g. whether the conversational partner has understood the presented 

option). Decisive points in the conversations where the teacher should use metacommu‐

nication are the beginning and the end of the conversation, the offer to come to a shared 

decision, transitions between different conversational phases and unclear situations, e.g. 

misunderstandings. 

The teacher uses metacommunication adequately in all relevant situations.  1 

The teacher mostly uses metacommunication adequately in most relevant situations.  
 

2 

The teacher uses metacommunication only seldom and / or content‐wise only partly 
adequate.  
 

3 

The teacher uses metacommunication only seldom and / or mostly not adequately.  
 

4 

The teacher does not use metacommunication with regard to his / her proceeding in 
the conversation. 

5 

 

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES 

Advanced organizer: “I would like to present three possible solutions to you. Subsequently, 

we can discuss which one is best for your child. I am sure we will come to a good decision 

today.“  

Transition: “This was the first possibility. A second possibility would be that….“ 

“O.k. I think we agree so far about xyz. Now, I would like to discuss…“ 

Summaries: “So if I understand you correctly, you think that…“ 
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1.5 ADEQUACY OF THE PROPORTION OF PARTICIPATION OF BOTH CONVERSATIONAL 

PARTNERS IN THE CONVERSATION  

Question: Does the teacher succeed in providing both conversational partners with an 

adequate proportion of participation in the conversation?  

Criteria: How much participation of the conversational partners is adequate depends on 

the conversational phase. During the presentation of possible solutions the teacher is 

likely to talk more than the parent. When negotiating a possible solution or establishing 

common ground it is more important that the teacher involves the parent and actively 

listens to his perspective. 

The participation of both conversational partners is adequately proportioned 
throughout the entire conversation. 

 
1 
 

The participation of both conversational partners is mainly adequately proportioned 
throughout the conversation.  
 

2 

The participation of both conversational partners is only at times adequately propor‐
tioned. 
  

3 

The participation of both conversational partners is only in few situations adequately 
proportioned. 
 

4 

The teacher either talks far too much or not enough during the conversation.  5 

 

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES 

‐ 
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2. FACET: PROBLEM SOLVING 

2.1. SUCCESSFUL ESTABLISHMENT OF COMMON GROUND AT THE BEGINNING OF THE 

CONVERSATION  

Question: To what extent does the teacher succeed in establishing common ground 

about the rationale of the conversation at the beginning of the conversation / to what 

extent serves the common ground as a basis for the following conversation and the prob‐

lem solving process? 

Criteria: Profundity of common ground with regard to the rationale of the conversation, 

symptom (e.g. 5 in the last exam), problem (e.g. has trouble doing his homework) and 

underlying reasons (e.g. parents got divorced). 

At the beginning of the conversation the teacher establishes common ground with 
regard to the rationale of the conversation. 

1 

At the beginning of the conversation the teacher mostly establishes common ground 
with regard to the rationale of the conversation. 
 

2 

At the beginning of the conversation the teacher partly establishes common ground 
with regard to the rationale of the conversation. 
 

3 

At the beginning of the conversation it remains rather unclear whether the two 
conversational partners have a common understanding about the rationale of the 
conversation. 
 

4 

At the beginning of the conversation it remains unclear whether the two 
conversational partners have a common understanding about the rationale of the 

conversation. 
5 

 

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES   

“Do you have any idea why your daughter…?“ 

“Did you notice anything with regard to xyz during the last weeks?“ 

“If I understand you correctly, you have the impression / you think that the reason for xyz 

is …“ 

NOTICE:  

“1“ can only be awarded if symptoms, problem and underlying reasons are clarified. 

“2“ should be awarded if symptoms and the problem are clarified but no underlying rea‐

sons. 

“3” is the best possible rating if only the symptoms but neither the problem nor the un‐

derlying reasons are clarified. 
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2.2 COMPREHENSIBILITY OF THE PRESENTED OPTIONS FOR SOLVING THE PROBLEM 

Question: How comprehensible does the teacher present possible solutions? 

Criteria: Comprehensibility and conciseness of the presentation of possible solutions and 

their advantages and disadvantages. 

The teacher presents possible solutions in a very comprehensible way.  1 

The teacher presents possible solutions in a comprehensible way. 
 

2 

The teacher partly presents possible solutions in a comprehensible way. Sometimes it 
is hard to follow.  
 

3 

Only few of the teacher’s explanations about the possible solution are easy 
comprehensible. A lot of explanations are hard to understand. 
 

4 

It is very hard to impossible to understand the possible solutions and their 
advantages and disadvantages. 

5 

 

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES  

“I think these three options are promising and would like to discuss them with you.“ 

“Do you have any more questions?“ 

“Do you know what xyz means?“ 
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2.3 QUALITY OF COOPERATION IN THE NEGOTIATION PROCESS 

Question: How cooperative is the teacher with regard to negotiating possible solutions?  

Criteria: This item concerns the conversational phase “negotiating a solution”. It is about 

the direction of the negotiation process to a solution that suits the needs of the parent 

and the pupil. The teacher can ensure this by replying thoroughly to objections and in‐

quiring for perspectives of the parent. 

The conversational partners cooperate very well with each other. The teacher re‐
plies adequately to all objections and asks very often for the opinion of the parent.  

1 

The conversational partners cooperate well with each other. The teacher mostly 
replies to objections and often asks for the opinion of the parent. 
 

2 

The conversational partners cooperate partly well with each other. The teacher some‐
times replies to objections and sometimes asks for the opinion of the parent.  
 

3 

The teacher hardly cooperates with the conversational partner. The teacher hardly 
replies to objections and scarcely asks for the opinion of the parent. 
  

4 

The conversational partners do not cooperate. The teacher does not take into ac‐
count the perspective or objections of the parent. 

5 

 

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES   

“What is the best solution for your child in your opinion?“ 

“About what can we decide after the conversation today?“ 

“Do you think this would be a good solution for your son?“ 

“Is this a possibility for you?“ 

“I would like to jointly….…“ 

“You say you have made a bad experience with private tutoring. What happened exactly?“ 
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2.4 COMING TO A CONCRETE AGREEMENT 

Question: To what degree does the teacher come to a concrete agreement with the par‐

ent about a further proceeding, which can solve the problem, at the end of the conversa‐

tion?  

Criteria: Clarity with regard to further proceeding 

At the end of the conversation the teacher comes to a concrete agreement with the 
parent and discusses the further proceeding in detail.  

1 

At the end of the conversation the teacher comes to a relatively concrete agreement 
with the parent and discusses the further proceeding.  
 

2 

At the end of the conversation the teacher comes to a relatively concrete agreement 
with the parent and discusses the further proceeding vaguely.  
  

3 

The agreement is only vague. Teacher and parent do not discuss the further 
proceeding. 
 

4 

The teacher and the parent do not come to a concrete agreement.  5 

 

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES   

“What shall we do, then?“ 

“Then you take your time to talk about everything with your wife and daughter at home 

and I phone you on Monday.“ 

“Is it o.k. for you if I write down the fixed dates and give them to your child?“ 

“Then I will call you next Tuesday around 7 pm on your mobile.“ 

“I would like to get in contact with you again in three weeks to tell you how things have 

changed.“ 

Negative example: 

“You know I do have other parent‐teacher conversations today, too. Let´s just leave it like 

that.“ 

NOTICE: 

Additional rule: If the parent forestalls the teacher in proposing an agreement, rate only 

the quality of the agreement. Ignore who took the initiative for coming to an agreement. 
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2.5 SUBJECT‐SPECIFIC PERFORMANCE OF THE TEACHER 

Question: How competent seems the teacher regarding the subject‐specific content of 

the conversation?  

The teacher is a subject‐specific competent contact person.  1 

The teacher is generally a competent subject‐specific contact person.  2 

The teacher is partly a competent subject‐specific contact person, partly the teacher 
seems a little inept with regard to subject‐specific content. 
 

3 

The teacher is sometimes a competent subject‐specific contact person, more often 
the teacher seems a little inept with regard to subject‐specific content. 
 

4 

The teacher seems mostly inept with regard to subject‐specific content.  5 

 

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES   

‐ 
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3. FACET: ESTABLISHING A RELATIONSHIP  

3.1 UNCONDITIONAL POSITIVE REGARD AND RESPECT FOR THE CONVERSATIONAL 

PARTNER 

Question: To what degree is the behavior of the teacher, i.e. his statements and conduct 

towards the parent, appreciative? 

Criteria: Friendliness / respecting the parent and his attitudes / let the parent finish 

speaking 

The teacher is very attentive, appreciative, friendly and polite towards the parent.  1 

The teacher is mostly attentive, appreciative, friendly and polite towards the parent. 
 

2 

The teacher is partly attentive, appreciative, friendly and polite towards the parent. 
 

3 

The teacher is only sometimes attentive and appreciative towards the parent. In some 
situations he seems rather reserved and / or impolite. 
 

4 

The teacher is rarely attentive or appreciative. He seems reserved and impolite.  5 

 

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES   

“I appreciate it a lot that you look after xyz and have come to talk with me today.“ 

“Thank you for coming!“ 

“Thank you for taking your time to talk with me today!“ 

Negative example: 

Sarcasm 

Making fun of someone / something 
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3.2 AUTHENTICITY OF THE TEACHER 

Question: Does the teacher seem authentic during the conversation? I.e. do you have the 

feeling that he takes not only part in the conversation as a “professional” but also as an 

individual that shows his feelings and thoughts openly.  

 

Criteria: Openness with which the teacher shares his experience of the conversation 

(thoughts / feelings) in the conversation. No distanced hiding behind a professional role.  

The teacher shares thoughts and feelings openly in the conversation.  1 

In a lot of situations the teacher shares thoughts and feelings openly. 
 

2 

The teacher shares thoughts and feelings only sometimes. 
 

3 

The teacher shares thoughts and feelings only in few situations. 
Sometimes he seems distanced or as if hiding behind the professional role.  
 

4 

The teacher seems distanced or as if hiding behind the professional role.  5 

 

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES   

“For me it is also often difficult to detect….“ 

“Maybe I also realized a little too late that….“  

“As far as I am concerned I try to…“ 

“With regard to this point I believe that …” 

“I often feel that…“ 
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3.3 EMPATHY OF THE TEACHER WITH THE CONVERSATIONAL PARTNER AND HIS 

PERSPECTIVE 

Question: Is the teacher  interested  in the parent and his perspective on the rationale of 
the conversation? Or does he seem rather disinterested / not involved? 

Criteria: Asking for the parent’s perspective / attentive and active listening  

It is of greatest concern for the teacher to empathize with the parent and to under‐
stand his perspective of the rationale for the conversation. 

1 

It is mostly of greatest concern for the teacher to empathize with the parent and to 
understand his perspective of the rationale for the conversation. 
 

2 

The teacher partly empathizes with the parent and tries to understand his perspective 
of the rationale for the conversation.  
 

3 

Only in few situations the teacher empathizes with the parent and tries to understand 
his perspective of the rationale for the conversation. In some situations he seems 
rather indifferent regarding the parent and his perspective.  
 

4 

The teacher seems most of the time indifferent regarding the parent and his per‐
spective on the rationale for the conversation.  

5 

 

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES   

“I can understand your worries / concerns very well.“ 

“Yes, I understand that…“ 

“I understand that it is very difficult for you. You are giving your very best but feel like you 

are not getting through to your son.“ 

Negative example: 

Trivial or dishonest encouragement: “Well, eventually your son is going to figure it out 

somehow.“  
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3.4 CONSTRUCTIVENESS OF THE CONVERSATIONAL CLIMATE 

Question: To what degree does the teacher create a positive, constructive conversational 

climate? 

Criteria: Constructive, positive conversational climate 

The conversational climate is open and constructive. The teacher signals that he 
believes in a positive outcome of the conversation. 

1 

The conversational climate is most of the time open and constructive. The teacher 
mainly signals that he believes in a positive outcome of the conversation. 
 

2 

The conversational climate is only partly open and constructive. The teacher only 
partly signals that he believes in a positive outcome of the conversation.  
 

3 

Only in few situations the conversational climate is constructive. Sometimes it is tense 
and rather confrontational. The teacher signals that a solution of the problem will not 
be reached easily.  
 

4 

The conversational climate is tense and rather confrontational. The teacher signals 
that he does not believe a solution for the problem will be found. 

5 

 

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES   

“Your daughter can certainly achieve xyz.“ 

“I am very glad we made such a good decision and I am convinced that if we continue 

working on xyz together we are going to make it in the end.“ 

“I am glad we reached an agreement.“ 

“If all of us act in concert, we are going to succeed in…“ 

Negative example: 

“Someone has to help you.“ 

“I do not see a perspective for your son with regard to this problem.“ 

“Your daughter is a lazybones.“
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3.5 ADEQUACY OF THE NONVERBAL BEHAVIOR OF THE TEACHER 

Question: To what extent is the nonverbal behavior of the teacher appreciative and con‐

structive?  

Criteria: Approachable body posture / kind facial expression / responsive facial expression 

and gestures 

The teacher conveys approachableness and attentiveness through his facial expres‐
sions and body postures. 

1 

The teacher conveys mostly approachableness and attentiveness through his facial 
expressions and body postures. 
 

2 

The teacher conveys partly approachableness and attentiveness through his facial 
expressions and body postures. 
 

3 

The teacher only seldom conveys approachableness and attentiveness through his 
facial expressions and body postures. Sometimes he appears to be rather distanced 
and disinterested. 
 

4 

The teacher hardly conveys approachableness and attentiveness through his facial 
expressions and body postures. Most of the time he appears to be rather distanced 

and disinterested. 
 

5 

 

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES   

Teacher faces toward parent 

The teacher directly looks the parent into the eyes (does not stare!) 

Expressive facial expressions 

Accompanying gestures 

Negative examples: 

Teacher leans back or turns away from parent 

Crossed arms 

Bored facial expression 

Facial expressions and tone of voice that reveal that the teacher is not convinced of what 

he says, e.g. “I do believe your son is gonna make it.”
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OVERVIEW OF THE ITEMS 

1. Competence Facet: Structuring the Conversation 

Event sampling plan  Behavior anchored items

Welcome: Initial rapport  

(before the problem‐oriented con‐

versation starts)  

STR1 The student refers to the background of the conversation or 

previous contacts (like a phone call). 

Clarifying the problem  

(problem‐oriented conversation 

before the first solution is present‐

ed)  

STR2 The student states the rationale for the conversation and starts 

the conversation. 

STR3 The student sums up the shared perception of the problem. 

STR4 The student inquires if the parent has further questions. 

Presenting possible solutions

 

(starts with the shared decision 

making offer or with the presenta‐

tion of the first option) 

STR5 The student offers shared decision making and highlights the 

communality of the decision‐making. 

GS6 The student gives an advanced organizer over the different 

options. 

STR7 The student seeks the approval of the conversational partner for 

his proceeding.   

STR8 The student inquires whether the conversational partner has 

understood the options. 

Negotiating solutions / decision‐

making  

STR9 The student leads over from one option to the next. 

STR10 The student sums up.

Coming to an agreement  STR11 The student asks if the conversational partner already favors 

one of the options.  

Farewell  STR12 The student asks about the contentedness with the conversa‐

tion (e.g. “Did you benefit from the conversation?“). 

 
 
High 

inference 

items 

STRh1 Detectability of the shared decision making conversational phases 

STRh2 Adequacy of the length of the shared decision making conversational phases 

STRh3 Correctness of the order of the shared decision making conversational phases 

STRh4 Quality of the use of metacommunication for structuring the conversation  
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2. Competence Facet: Problem Solving 

Event sampling plan  Behavior anchored items

Welcome: Initial rapport  

(before the problem‐oriented conversa‐

tion starts) 

‐

Clarifying the problem 

(problem‐oriented conversation before 

the first solution is presented)  

 

PS1 The conversational partner can outline his perspective on 

the problem in detail early in the conversation. 

PS2 The student listens actively.

PS3 The student poses adequate questions.  

PS4 The student adequately presents his perception of the 

situation. 

PS5 The student determines a goal for the conversation.

Presenting possible solutions 

(starts with the shared decision making 

offer or with the presentation of the first 

option) 

PS6 The student presents the options in a comprehensible way. 

PS7 The student explains advantages and disadvantages of the 

options.  

PS8 The student expresses his opinion adequately (does not try 

to steer the conversational partner in a direction). 

 

Negotiation solutions / decision‐making  

PS9 The student weighs advantages and disadvantages.

PS10 The student relates advantages and disadvantages to the 

needs of the conversational partner.  

PS11 The student guides the negotiation process and avoids 

divagations. 

Coming to an agreement   PS12 The agreement comprises concrete actions (What will be 

done?). 

PS13 The student and the conversational partner agree on a 

time frame (Until when will it be done?). 

PS14 The student and the conversational partner determine the 

responsibilities for different parts of the agreement (Who has to 

do what?).  

Farewell  PS15 The student gives a realistic but encouraging prognosis. 

 

High 

inference 

items 

PSh1 Successful establishment of common ground at the beginning of the conversation 

PSh2 Comprehensibility of the presented options for solving the problem  

PSh3 Fit of the solution to the problem and the conversational partner

PSh4 Coming to a concrete agreement
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3. Competence Facet: Establishing a Relationship  

Event sampling plan  Behavior anchored items

Welcome: Initial rapport  

(before the problem‐oriented con‐

versation starts) 

RS1 The student greets the conversational partner friendly, offers a 

chair and takes a seat after the conversational partner. 

RS2 The student introduces himself and his professional role. 

RS3 The student makes a personal remark, which is not related to the 

rationale of the conversation (e.g. “I am glad that you are here!”, “I 

am glad to meet you“). 

Clarifying the problem  

(problem‐oriented conversation 

before the first solution is present‐

ed)  

 

RS4 The student manages a positive start of the problem‐oriented 

discussion (not: “The situation is very difficult.” / “Things look 

black…“).  

RS5 The student does not interrupt the conversational partner.  

RS6 The student seizes remarks of the conversational partner. 

RS7 The student reflects the facial expression, gestures and voice of 

tone of the conversational partner.  

RS8 The student respects attitudes of the conversational partner. 

RS9 The student formulates his opinions and statements adequately.

Presenting possible solutions

(starts with the shared decision 

making offer or with the presenta‐

tion of the first option) 

RS10 The student reacts to verbal and nonverbal signals of under‐

standing from the conversational partner (“I have the impression that 

you are skeptical ‐ is it possible that you dislike this option?“). 

Negotiating solutions / decision‐

making 

RS11 The student addresses objections constructively. 

RS12 The student inquires after the perspective of the conversational 

partner. 

RS13 The student takes requests of the conversational partner into 

account. 

RS14 The student makes encouraging remarks (“I think we will get it 

about right.“ / “I think we will be able to help.“). 

Coming to an agreement  RS15 The student is forthcoming and makes concrete suggestions 

how he can support the problem solving process. 

Farewell  RS16 The student makes a personal remark, which is not related to 

the content of the conversation (e.g. “I am glad we got to speak with 

each other today!“). 

 
High 

inference 

items 

RSh1 Unconditional positive regard and respect for the conversational partner 

RSh2 Quality of cooperation in the negotiation process

RSh3 Authenticity of the student 

RSh4 Empathy with the conversational partner and his perspective

RSh5 Constructiveness of the conversational climate

RSh6 Adequacy of the nonverbal behavior of the student
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DESCRIPTION OF THE HIGH INFERENCE ITEMS 

 

1. COMPETENCE FACET: STRUCTURING A CONVERSATION (STR) 

 
STRh1. DETECTABILITY OF THE SHARED DECISION MAKING CONVERSATIONAL PHASES  

Question: Are the fundamental phases of a shared decision making conversation (greeting, 

establishing common ground with regard to the problem, offering to come to a shared 

decision, presenting possible solutions, negotiating a solution, coming to a concrete 

agreement, saying goodbye) clearly detectable? 

 

All fundamental shared decision making conversational phases are clearly 
detectable. 

1 

  2 

  3 

  4 

The conversational phases (apart from greeting and saying goodbye) are not 
distinguishable. 

5 

 

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES  

Shared decision making offer, student should point out that all options are of equal value: 

“There are different options with different advantages and disadvantages. Together with 

you I would like to single out the one that matches your needs and expectations best.“ 

NOTICE:  

The conversational phases “presenting possible solutions” and “negotiating a solution” 

often overlap. It is not always necessary to assign a lower score for that as long as you have 

the impression that the course of the conversation is still well structured (e.g. via transi‐

tions or explicit metacommunication). 

  



 

234 

STRh2. ADEQUACY OF THE LENGTH OF THE SHARED DECISION MAKING 
CONVERSATIONAL PHASES  
Question: Are the conversational phases adequately long? 

The shared decision making conversational phases are adequately long.  1 

  2 

  3 

  4 

Some conversational phases do not or hardly exist. The rest is either too long 
or too short. 

5 

 

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES  

‐ 

NOTICE:  

If conversational phases are missing, rate them as too short.  

If students take more than five minutes too long, score one level less. 
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STRh3. CORRECTNESS OF THE ORDER OF THE SHARED DECISION MAKING 
CONVERSATIONAL PHASES 
Question: Is the order of the shared decision making conversational phases (greeting, 

establishing common ground with regard to the problem, offering to come to a shared 

decision, presenting possible solutions, negotiating a solution, coming to a concrete 

agreement, saying goodbye) correct? 

All shared decision making conversational phases are in correct order.  1 

  2 

  3 

  4 

The order of the shared decision making process is completely incorrect. Con‐
versational phases take either place in the wrong order or are mixed with 
each other. 

5 

 

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES   

‐ 

NOTICE:  

If conversational phases are missing, rate them as in incorrect order. 
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STRh4. QUALITY OF THE USE OF METACOMMUNICATION FOR STRUCTURING THE 
CONVERSATION 
Question: How well does the student make the sense and goal of individual conversational 

phases / transitions transparent and the course of the entire conversation comprehensi‐

ble?  

Criteria: Possible types of metacommunication are structuring phrases, summaries, transi‐

tions, inquiries (e.g. whether the conversational partner has understood the presented 

option). Decisive points in the conversations where the student should use metacommuni‐

cation are the beginning and the end of the conversation, the offer to come to a shared 

decision, transitions between different conversational phases und unclear situations, e.g. 

misunderstandings. 

The student uses metacommunication adequately in all relevant situations.  1 

  2 

  3 

  4 

The student does not use metacommunication with regard to his proceeding 
in the conversation. 

5 

 

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES  

Advanced organizer: “I would like to present three possible solutions to you. Subsequently, 

we can discuss which one is best for your child. I am sure we will come to a good decision 

today.“  

Transition: “This was the first possibility. A second possibility would be that….“ 

“O.k. I think we agree so far about xyz. Now, I would like to discuss…“ 

Summaries: “So if I understand you correctly, you think that…“ 

“Are there any more questions?“ 

“So the two of us agree that…?“ 

“O.k. in conclusion I would like to give you the following advice…“
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2. COMPETENCE FACET: PROBLEM SOLVING (PS) 

PSh1. SUCCESSFUL ESTABLISHMENT OF COMMON GROUND AT THE BEGINNING OF THE 

CONVERSATION 

Question: To what extent does the student succeed in establishing common ground about 

the rationale of the conversation at the beginning of the conversation / to what degree 

serves the common ground as a basis for the following conversation and the problem solv‐

ing process? 

Criteria: Comparison of the different perspectives (e.g. perceptions and interpretations of 

the behavior of the student, type and underlying reasons for the problem), clarifying and 

comprehension questions, reassurance if everything was understood correctly, determina‐

tion of concrete, shared conversation goals.  

At the beginning of the conversation the student establishes common ground 
with regard to the rationale of the conversation. 

1 

  2 

  3 

  4 

At the beginning of the conversation it remains unclear whether the two con‐
versational partners have a common understanding about the rationale of the 
conversation. 

5 

 

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES   

 “So you expect that in the conversation today we will….“ 

“If I understand you correctly, you want to find a solution for XXX today.“ 

“You have made an appointment to talk about XXX. Is that correct?“ 

“If I understand you correctly, you have the impression …“ 

NOTICE:  

Profundity of common ground with regard to the rationale of the conversation is decisive: 

symptom (e.g. 5 in the last exam), problem (e.g. has trouble doing his homework) and 

underlying reasons (e.g. parents got divorced). 

 Nothing better than a “2“ should be awarded if symptoms and the problem are clari‐

fied but no underlying reasons. 

 If only the symptoms but neither the problem nor the underlying reasons are clarified, 

the best possible rating is “3”. 
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PSh2. COMPREHENSIBILITY OF THE PRESENTED OPTIONS FOR SOLVING THE PROBLEM 

Question: How comprehensible does the student present the different options? Does the 

student ensure that the conversational partner has understood the most important infor‐

mation? 

Criteria: Comprehensibility and conciseness of the presentation of the options, adequate 

choice of words, reassurance that everything was understood correctly, purpose of the 

option is understandable for the conversational partner, options are presented correctly 

with relevant advantages and disadvantages in a neutral way 

The student presents possible solutions in a very comprehensible and concise 
way and always ensures the understanding of the conversational partner. 

1 

  2 

  3 

  4 

It is very hard to impossible to understand the possible solutions and their 
advantages and disadvantages. The student does not ensure understanding. 

5 

 

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES   

“I think these three options are promising and I would like to discuss them with you.“ 

“This was a lot of information. What is the most important point for you?“ 

“Do you have any more questions?“ 

“’Which points are not clear, yet?“ 

Comprehensibility:  

 Explaining specialist terms and avoiding unnecessary specialist terms 

 Short, clearly structured sentences (no long, complicated sentences) 

 Comprehensible, simple contexts of meaning 

 Illustration of utterances through drawings, gestures and lively examples 
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PSh3. FIT OF THE SOLUTION TO THE PROBLEM AND THE CONVERSATIONAL PARTNER  

Question: To what extent does the student succeed in identifying a solution that fits the 

problem and the needs of the conversational partner? 

Criteria: Development of a solution in cooperation with the conversational partner, profes‐

sional knowledge is adapted to the problem and the perspective and the background  of 

the advice seeker, deviations from the topic are avoided, the final solution / result of the 

conversation fits the wishes, perspectives and preferences of the conversational partner 

optimally 

A solution is identified which is very promising for solving the problem and 
which fits the needs of the conversational partner (respectively the pupil) very 
well. 

1 

  2 

  3 

  4 

It remains unclear how well the solution fits the problem or the conversation‐
al partner / pupil or the solution does not fit. 

5 

 

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES   

‐ 

NOTICE: The focus is on the final solution; if the needs and requests of the conversational 

partner have remained unclear during the conversation, assign a lower score.
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PSh4. COMING TO A CONCRETE AGREEMENT 

Question: To what degree does the student come to a concrete agreement with the con‐

versational partner about the further proceeding at the end of the conversation?  

Criteria: Clarity with regard to further proceeding / concrete appointments / actions / 

contacts 

At the end of the conversation the student comes to a concrete agreement 
with the conversational partner and discusses the further proceeding. 
 

1 

  2 

  3 

  4 

The student and the conversational partner do not come to a concrete 
agreement. 

5 

 

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES   

“What shall we do exactly, then?“ 

“Then you take your time to talk about everything with your wife and daughter at home 

and I phone you on Monday.“ 

“O.k. then we make another appointment for next Tuesday.“ 

Negative example: 

“You know I do have other conversations today, too. Let´s just leave it like that.“ 

NOTICE: 

Additional rule: If the conversational partner forestalls the student in proposing an agree‐

ment, rate only the quality of the agreement. Ignore who took the initiative for coming to 

an agreement. 
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3. COMPETENCE FACET: ESTABLISHING A RELATIONSHIP (RS) 

RSh1. UNCONDITIONAL POSITIVE REGARD AND RESPECT FOR THE CONVERSATIONAL 

PARTNER 

Question: To what degree is the behavior of the student, i.e. his statements and conduct 

towards the conversational partner, appreciative? 

Criteria: Quality of the relationship between the student and the conversational partner, 

friendliness / respecting the conversational partner, his attitudes / points of views (without 

necessary approving or sharing them), letting the conversational partner finish speaking, 

differences in opinion are resolved in a way that does not interfere with the relation be‐

tween the conversational partners 

The student is very attentive, appreciative, friendly and polite towards the 
conversational partner. 

1 

  2 

  3 

  4 

The student is rarely attentive or appreciative. He seems reserved and impo‐
lite. 

5 

 

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES  

“Good to see you! I am glad you could come today!“ 

“I appreciate it a lot that you look after xyz and have come to talk with me today.“ 

Unconditonal positive regard: non‐judgmental attitude towards the other person 

Attentive: Reacting to verbal and nonverbal clues (and worries) 

Making sure the conversational partner is well seated 

Negative example: 

Sarcasm 

Making fun of someone / something 
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RSh2. QUALITY OF COOPERATION IN THE NEGOTIATION PROCESS 
Question: To what degree does the student cooperate with the conversational partner? 

Criteria: Cooperative partnership / equality of the conversational partners / discussion on 

eye level / involving the conversational partner, his attitudes and wishes / inquiring for 

perspectives and preferences of the conversational partner / thorough reaction to objec‐

tions / guiding the negotiation process to a solution that fits the situation of the conversa‐

tional partner 

The student cooperates very well with the conversational partner.  1 

  2 

  3 

  4 

The student cooperates insufficiently with the conversational partner.  5 

 

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES   

“Can you tell me why your son…?“ 

“What is the best solution for your child in your opinion?“ 

“About what can we decide after the conversation today?“ 

 “When you hear about these different options, what comes to your mind?“ 

“Do you already favor one of the options?“ 

“What is particularly important for you with regard to choosing one of the options?“ 

Negative example:  

Patronizing advice or lecture that raises the competence of the conversational partner to 

question. 

NOTICE: 

In contrast to PSh3 the focus is not on the result but on the negotiation process.  
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RSh3. AUTHENTICITY OF THE STUDENT 
Question: Does the student seem authentic during the conversation? I.e. do you have the 

feeling that he takes not only part in the conversation as a “professional” but also as an 

individual who shows feelings and thoughts openly. 

 

Criteria: Student adequately shares point of views, emotions or impressions without at‐

tacking the conversational partner, no distanced hiding behind a professional role, congru‐

ency of verbal and nonverbal behavior 

The student’s verbal and nonverbal behavior is congruent. The student shares 
thoughts and feelings openly in the conversation. 

1 

  2 

  3 

  4 

The student’s verbal and nonverbal behavior is congruent. The student seems 
distanced or as if hiding behind the professional role. 

5 

 

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES   

‐ 
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RSh4. EMPATHY WITH THE CONVERSATIONAL PARTNER AND HIS PERSPECTIVES 

Question: Is the student interested in the conversational partner and his perspective on 

the rationale of the conversation? 

Criteria: Seizes the position, emotions and attitudes of the conversational partner tries to 

understand the conversational partner, e.g. by listening attentively / inquires for perspec‐

tive of the conversational partner / active listening / responds adequately to verbal and 

nonverbal clues, to emotions and worries  

It is of greatest concern for the student to empathize with the conversational 
partner and to understand his perspective of the rationale for the conversa‐
tion. The student inquires actively after emotions and worries of the conver‐
sational partner and reacts to nonverbal cues.  

1 

  2 

  3 

  4 

The student is not able to show empathy for the conversational partner or is 
not interested in his perspectives. The student does not discern verbal and 
nonverbal clues to emotions or reacts in a counterproductive way. 

5 

 

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES   

“I can understand your worries / concerns very well.“ 

“Yes, I understand that…“ 

Negative example: 

Ignore facial expressions that express a lack of understanding or worries 
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RSh5. CONSTRUCTIVENESS OF THE CONVERSATIONAL CLIMATE 

Question: To what degree does the student create a constructive conversational climate? 

Criteria: Constructive, positive conversational climate 

The conversational climate is open and constructive. The student signals that 
he believes in a positive outcome of the conversation. 

1 

  2 

  3 

  4 

The conversational climate is tense and rather confrontational. The student 

signals that he does not believe a solution for the problem will be found. 
5 

   

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES   

“Your daughter can certainly achieve xyz.“ 

“I am very glad we made such a good decision and I am convinced that if we continue 

working on xyz together we are going to make it in the end.“ 

“I am glad we reached an agreement.“ 

“If all of us act in concert, we are going to succeed in…“ 

Negative example: 

“I do not see a perspective for your son with regard to this problem.“ / “Your daughter is a 
lazybones.“
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RSh6. ADEQUACY OF THE NONVERBAL BEHAVIOR OF THE STUDENT 
Question: To what degree is the nonverbal behavior of the student appreciative and con‐

structive?  

Criteria: Approachable body posture / kind facial expression / responsive facial expression 

and gestures 

The student conveys approachableness and attentiveness through his facial 
expressions and body postures. 

1 

  2 

  3 

  4 

The student hardly conveys approachableness and attentiveness through his 

facial expressions and body postures. Most of the time he appears to be ra‐

ther distanced and disinterested. 
5 

 

TYPICAL EXAMPLES / KEY PHRASES   

Student faces toward parent 

Student directly looks the parent into the eyes (does not stare!) 

Expressive facial expressions 

Accompanying gestures 

Negative examples: 

Student leans back or turns away from parent 

Crossed arms 

Bored facial expression 
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24.6 Self-Assessment Questionnaire Pre-Service Teachers 

Please,	 remember	 the	 two	 simulated	 parent‐teacher	 conversations	 that	 you	

have	just	conducted.	Rate	to	what	extent	you	succeeded	in	achieving	the	follow‐

ing	goals	in	the	two	conversations:	

	 In	the	first	conversation	 In	the	second	conversation	

	
Does	not	
apply	

	

Rather	
not	

applies	

Rather	
applies	

Totally	
applies	

Does	not	
apply	

	

Rather	
not	

applies	

Rather	
applies	

Totally	
applies	

Establishing	an	ap‐
preciative	relation	to	
my	conversational	
partner	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Establishing	common	
ground	with	regard	to	
the	rationale	for	the	
conversation	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Structuring	the	con‐
versation	according	to	
the	shared	decision	
making	model 

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Empathizing	with	my	
conversational	part‐
ner	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Weighing	the	ad‐
vantages	and	disad‐
vantages	of	possible	
solutions	in	coopera‐
tion	with	my	conver‐
sational	partner		

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Cooperating	construc‐
tively	with	my	con‐
versational	partner		

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Keeping	the	length	of	
the	conversational	
phases	adequate	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Reaching	a	decision	
that	optimally	suits	
the	needs	of	my	
conversational	part‐
ner		

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Shaping	the	transi‐
tions	between	differ‐
ent	conversational	
phases	adequately	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

Coming	to	a	concrete	
agreement	with	my	
conversational	part‐
ner	

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
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24.7 Rater Training 

Rater Training 1  

Time Learning goals  Form of work To keep in mind  
Before the 
training 

Acquisition of knowledge about parent-teacher 
conversations, setting up a level of expectations 
with regard to the performance of the pre-service 
teachers in the simulated conversations 

All raters participate in a communication training program for 
parent-teacher cooperation  
 

 

Before the 
training 

Raters should become familiar with the content of 
the simulated conversations 

Raters read the case vignettes  

60 minutes 
 
 
  

Raters should get a feeling for the range of the 
performance to expect and the corresponding 
appropriate score 

Discrimination training: Raters have to individually sort five 
videos with regard to the quality of the performance of the pre-
service teachers. Subsequently, group discussion to verify the 
results  

The five videos should com-
prise the entire range of per-
formance to expect including 
best case and worst case 

20 minutes Raters should get a feeling for typical good or bad 
modes of behavior / patterns of communication / 
utterances 

Creation training: the mediocre video is converted into a good / 
bad version in a group discussion 
 

 

60 minutes Raters should get to know the coding manual and 
learn to assign observed behavior to certain items 
and appropriate scores   

Concept training: Raters watch one video and list all observed 
modes of behavior they consider important on meta plan cards. 
Subsequently, raters receive and read the coding manual. They 
assign the observed behavior to one of the competence facets 
and an associated item. Their allocation is discussed in group. 
Subsequently, the raters rate all items. Their rating is again 
discussed in group. 

White board with a printed 
version of the coding manual, 
meta plan cards for the raters to 
assign the observed behavior to 
items  

60 minutes Raters should learn to focus on and differentiate 
the three competence facets 

One video is watched three times. During each run raters indi-
vidually rate one competence facet. After each run the rating of 
the competence facet is discussed in group. 

 

As required  Raters should develop a common understanding 
of the items and get more experienced and reliable 
with regard to their ratings 

At least two videos are rated. During the rating raters note 
questions and difficulties. Subsequently, ratings and remarks 
are discussed in group and, if necessary, additional coding rules 
are set up and the coding manual is adapted.  

 

20 minutes Raters should learn to avoid frequent observer / 
rating errors 

Trainer presents and explains frequent observer errors to the 
raters 
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Rater Training 2  

Rater training 1 is followed by a trial run in which 6-8 videos are rated. Video ratings are statistically analyzed (e.g. inter-rater agreement, means, frequencies) and 

graphically depicted. The statistical results form the basis for rater training 2.  

30 minutes Each rater should examine his agree-
ment with the other raters and finetune 
his ratings 

Inter-rater agreement for all items is discussed in 
group with particular emphasis on items which are 
below the targeted inter-rater agreement  

Rater training 2 should take place 
soon enough after the coding of 
the trial videos so raters can still 
recall the reasons for their scor-
ings  

30 minutes Equalization and calibration of the 
leniency / strictness of the raters and 
the experts  

Total means and means for all items are discussed and 
additional rules are set up, in particular, for those items 
in which leniency / strictness differs between raters  

 

15 minutes Raters should improve their feeling for 
the Likert-scale  

Frequencies of ratings are discussed in group  

45 minutes Reasons for insufficient inter-rater 
agreement are singled out and elimi-
nated  

Raters graphically analyze extreme cases where ratings 
diverge and rewatch selected video sequences as a 
basis for group discussion on why ratings diverge  

 

30 minutes Raters are calibrated to expert ratings Ratings are compared to expert sample solutions with 
explanations  

Expert sample solutions for ran-
domly selected videos, check: are 
differences irregular or systemat-
ic? 

Optional / as 
required  

Raters should develop a common un-
derstanding of the items and get more 
experienced and reliable with regard to 
their ratings 

Further videos are rated if required. During the rating 
raters note remaining questions and difficulties. Sub-
sequently, ratings and remarks are discussed in group  

 

The rater training is completed when all raters and experts agree on a common theoretical understanding, all questions are clarified and the discussion of the 

codings indicates a sufficient inter-rater agreement. Inter-rater agreement should be calculated again after 50% and after 100% of the videos are scored. All 

videos that are used for rater training should be excluded from the following data analysis (Seidel et al., 2005). 
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