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The theme this year of the National Evaluation Systems annual conference 

was “How to Find and Support Tomorrow’s Teachers.”  I have exhausted 

myself these last few months reading through literature and media articles 

describing the “crisis” in the teaching profession.  I have participated in edu-

cational summits where top leaders have tried to sort through the issues in an 

attempt to reach consensus on proposals for change.  As a result of being a 

leader in the field of education, I have the opportunity to engage in fascinat-

ing discussions on this issue wherever my travels take me. 

I became frustrated as I reflected on my experiences.  It seems that many 

of my colleagues are trying to point fingers and assign blame.  Blame is vari-

ously placed on teachers’ attitudes and low salaries, children, higher educa-

tion institutions, state departments of education, high standards, certification 

loopholes, reciprocity issues, testing requirements, K–12 schools, certain 

geographical areas and communities—you name it, we blame it.  If we want 

to resolve this crisis, the blame game needs to end.  It is counterproductive, 

even destructive.  We need instead to create innovative systems that will face 

these issues head-on.

To honor this noble profession, let us sit at the table together and create edu-

cational systems that make sense for the next decade.  But, let me caution, 

at the same time that we are discussing systems for tomorrow’s teachers, we 

need to focus on today’s needs.  In preparation for tomorrow, we need to 

find today’s good teachers and support them; they will become our greatest 

advertisement to inspire others to enter the fulfilling career of teaching.  They 

will exemplify to others what makes the teaching profession so worthy of 

both praise and participation.
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If you come to this dialogue from a traditional educational context, you may 

have accepted certain assumptions about the requisites of a quality teacher 

education program.  You may believe that only full-time, tenured, research 

faculty can be effective teachers of tomorrow’s educators.  Perhaps you 

measure a quality education by how long a program runs or how many 

hours students spend in class.  You may even believe that all college students 

must spend a certain amount of time in traditional brick-and-mortar libraries.  

However, holding to these traditional assumptions may restrict our ability to 

find an answer.  In order to find and properly prepare enough quality teachers 

who will positively impact our K–12 students’ education immediately upon 

entering the classroom, we need to think outside the box and consider some 

alternative learning systems.

The For-Profi t Phenomenon

One alternative approach that has been attracting attention is the for-profit 

sector of higher education.  It is estimated that there has been a 266 per-

cent increase in the number of four-year, for-profit institutions in the past 

decade; enrollment in these institutions grew 59 percent during this period 

and includes a high proportion of nontraditional education students, includ-

ing minorities and underprepared individuals.  What do these proprietary 

institutions offer that a traditional public or private university is not currently 

offering?  The Education Commission of the States spent three years research-

ing the nation’s for-profit degree-granting institutions, which are the fastest-

growing sector in higher education today.  Researchers conducted interviews 

with 80 people from 13 campuses and central offices of for-profit institutions.  

The Commission issued its findings in a report this past summer (Van de 

Water, 2001).  The results suggest that for-profit institutions appear to be very 

focused on their “customers” (a term that makes some in traditional higher 

education uncomfortable), who typically are working adult students.  As a 

result of this focus, for-profit programs tend to be offered in accelerated and 

flexible formats, at times and locations convenient to the working profession-

als they target—designed and driven by student and employer need.  Despite 

the commonly held misperception that the quality of education suffers at 

for-profit institutions, these institutions must be focused on quality in order 

to meet industry and academic standards for excellence.  If they are not so 

focused, they will not survive.

What can we all learn from this research?  I believe the success of this sector 

proves that there are many working professionals who will teach if they are 

provided an opportunity to be educated.  This concept requires a shift in 

thinking.  If we want to recruit more students into our teacher education 

programs, we can no longer base and offer course schedules that are most 
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convenient for the full-time faculty who teach them.  We must follow the 

lead of for-profit institutions and shift the focus of course delivery from the 

convenience of the faculty member to the convenience of the student.  If we 

know there are professionals who are already educated in other professions 

and are passionate about teaching, we must:

� Offer courses outside their normal working hours and in locations 

convenient to them.

� Offer quality teacher education programs through an online modal-

ity so that we can expand educational opportunities and reach 

remote geographic locations with the greatest need.

� Allow prospective teachers to enroll exclusively in courses that will 

lead to certification, so we can immediately get them in the class-

room, thereby placing value on the degree and the professional suc-

cess that they have already achieved.

� Devise a creative method to ensure that nontraditional teacher 

candidates take part in quality field experiences so that we can be 

confident they will enjoy the profession and ultimately succeed as 

teachers.

Educator Preparation for a New Generation

Today’s “typical” college student is very different from that of decades past.  

Adult learners (25 years and older) now comprise 41 percent of students 

enrolled in higher education (Digest of Education Statistics, 2000).  Wlod-

kowski, Mauldin, and Gahn (2001) have found that more than 190 traditional 

colleges and universities now offer some form of flexible, accelerated course 

offerings through evening or weekend courses as well as offering classes 

through online or distance modalities specifically designed for working adult 

students.  It is estimated that over 250 colleges and universities now offer 

programs for these recareering adults, and nontraditional preparation has 

become the fastest-growing sector in teacher training (Basinger, 2000).  It is 

also interesting to note that over half of the students enrolled in postbacca-

laureate programs focus on teacher education (Marchant, 2000).  In May of 

2001, C.  Emily Feistritzer stated before the Subcommittee on Labor, Health 

and Human Services, Education and Related Agencies that

forty-one states and the District of Columbia report having some type of 

alternative route for certifying teachers now, according to annual surveys 

conducted by the National Center for Education Information.  Approxi-

mately 125,000 individuals have been certified through such programs.  

The most significant variable in driving the alternative teacher-certification 

movement forward is the changing market for teaching.  There probably 
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isn’t any area of the teaching occupation that has changed more than the 

profile of individuals entering the profession.  The most dramatic change in 

the past 15 years has been a shift toward people beginning their preparation 

to teach later in life and later in their academic careers.

How do these older, nontraditional students fare in their preparation pro-

grams and in their subsequent teaching careers?  Research is indicating that 

teachers who obtained their teacher education through alternative programs 

have higher retention rates than those students who obtained their teacher 

education through more traditional designs (Feistritzer, 2000).  These indi-

viduals are typically older than traditional students, possess practical work 

experience, and demonstrate a commitment to teaching children.  More 

mature individuals who choose to teach are generally more committed to the 

profession than their younger counterparts, perhaps because most of these 

teacher candidates have participated in intense field training and have men-

tors to coach them every step of the way.  Another component in the suc-

cess of these students is persistence in the college program itself.  Research 

is showing that adult learners who have significant prior college experience 

before enrolling in a program will be more likely to persist and obtain a 

degree (Wlodkowski, Mauldin, & Gahn, 2001). 

Yet despite what we know about the changing demographic of teaching 

candidates and the growing number of educator preparation programs, 

institutions are not gearing up quickly enough to satisfy the need for quality 

teachers, and the educational community is still hesitant to accept alternative 

approaches.  If we truly want to encourage these already successful profes-

sionals to enter the teaching profession, we need to treat them with respect 

and provide them with even more opportunities for success.  It is simply not 

realistic to believe that these recareering adults can quit their jobs to enroll 

in school full time while simultaneously attempting to support their families.  

This group of largely untapped, potentially driven teacher candidates requires 

us to focus on the students’ needs to draw them into the educational environ-

ment and train them in the profession they wish to join. 

New Thinking in Action

The University of Phoenix was created in 1976 by Dr. John Sperling as the 

result of field-based research conducted in adult education.  His research sug-

gested that colleges and universities at the time were not particularly “adult-

friendly.”  Adult learners who wanted degrees were forced to quit work and 

enroll full time in existing universities in order to conform to the structure 

designed around the needs of 18- to 22-year-old full-time students.  Dr. Sper-

ling believed there was a better way to structure higher education.
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Today, the University of Phoenix is an example of a for-profit institution that 

is dedicated to providing educational opportunities to working adult students 

whose access might otherwise be restricted or nonexistent.  The University of 

Phoenix serves only working adults.  It is now the largest private university in 

the nation, with over 105 campuses and learning centers in 22 states, Puerto 

Rico, and Canada, and is regionally accredited by the Higher Learning Com-

mission of the North Central Association.  Dr. Sperling’s vision continues to 

drive the university today.

Terri Hedegaard, one of my colleagues who was instrumental in the creation 

of our pioneering online campus, wrote that

the University of Phoenix was founded on the basic principle that teaching 

adult students fundamentally requires a different approach.  This principle 

isn’t a new one—it has been validated over and again by academic research 

and literature on adult learning.  It is known that adults are not empty ves-

sels waiting to be filled.  They arrive to class already having formed opinions, 

concepts, and values and they want to share them.  They have many con-

flicting priorities ranging from family to professional to civic and little time 

to accomplish them all.  They have a need to learn concepts that they can 

immediately apply to their lives or on the job.  They are also not so tolerant 

of bureaucracies that take up more of their precious time and make them 

feel powerless or diminished.

Foundations of an Alternative Teacher Education Program

The University of Phoenix’s model for teacher education provides an exam-

ple of an existing alternative approach to traditional teacher education pro-

grams.  Central to the university’s success is its constant introspection about 

the methods the university utilizes.  This self-assessment enables us to view 

change as a continuous process in order to respond to students’ current and 

future educational demands and allows the university to remain vibrant and 

relevant to today’s and tomorrow’s students.

The University of Phoenix’s model may not be the answer for every student.  

We recognize that the university serves a specific segment of the popula-

tion and we do not accept every student who applies.  The success of the 

university is defined by its ability to focus on providing convenient access 

to education for the underserved population, using committed practitioner 

faculty members, and offering relevant courses in an intensive, sequenced 

format.  The curriculum integrates both theory and practice and is focused 

on development in the affective and cognitive domains.  Student service 

is of the utmost importance, and the university prides itself on its ability to 

provide administrative services to working adult students 24 hours a day, 

7 days a week.
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Practitioner Faculty

The need of working adults to experience practical, relevant information in 

their educational endeavors led to the university’s decision to emphasize the 

use of “practitioner” educators.  These practitioner faculty members have 

both the advanced academic preparation necessary to teach discipline-

specific theory as well as the practical professional experience to render the 

theory relevant and useful.  Faculty members who teach in the program are 

professional educators during the day.  Faculty share real-life knowledge and 

experiences.  Candidates see the relevance of curricula and lecture content 

and can immediately put their new learning to work.

Instructional quality in the classroom is ensured through a rigorous selec-

tion and certification process for prospective faculty and through ongoing 

in-service training, and by providing faculty members with data that will help 

them continuously improve their teaching performance.  Practitioner faculty 

members at the university cannot properly be described as “adjunct” faculty 

that you would find at a traditional university.  Practitioner faculty serve on 

faculty governance committees and oversee curriculum processes.  A core 

group of full-time faculty members at the campuses and in the university’s 

central administration also provides instructional leadership, coherent direc-

tion over the curriculum, and assistance to the practitioners who comprise 

the greater portion of the teaching faculty (University of Phoenix Faculty 

Handbook, 2001).

Curriculum

The University of Phoenix does not operate on a traditional semester sched-

ule.  All courses are taken in a prescribed sequence and in a condensed 

format.  Courses are taken one at a time and are offered one after the other 

with little time for breaks.  The average class size is 15 students.  This design 

fits well with the needs of the adult learner.  

Malcolm Knowles (1990), a pioneer in adult education theory, noted that 

“adults are motivated to devote energy to learn something to the extent that 

they perceive that it will help them perform tasks or deal with problems that 

they confront in life.  Furthermore, they learn new knowledge most effectively 

when presented in the context of application to real-life situations.”  Working 

adults learn quickly within this context and are able to determine instantly 

what is relevant to them and what is not.  Adult students expect instructors to 

blend the teaching of theory with its practical application.  

University of Phoenix programs are based on a teaching/learning model 

focused on adult learning theory as expressed through curricular organization 

and grounded in the institution’s mission and purposes.  Candidates in a Uni-

McAuliffe



93

�
�
�

�

�

� � � 
�

 

�

versity of Phoenix classroom are active adult learners engaged in collabora-

tion with the practitioner faculty member and with their peers.  Instructional 

time is balanced among theoretical content, class discussion and activities, 

and individual as well as team assignments.  It is relatively easy for educators 

to learn the education theories, but it becomes more difficult for them to 

apply this new learning to their classroom setting.  The practitioner model 

brings the theories to a concrete and practical level when the practitioner 

faculty member provides relevant and current, real-life examples to his or her 

students. 

Collaborative Learning Teams

Each course includes classroom-based workshops incorporating faculty facili-

tation of theoretical content knowledge and its application by candidates in 

class discussion and individual and group work.  In addition to classroom-

based workshops, the university provides opportunities for collaborative 

teamwork.  Learning-team meetings are designed to provide small student 

groups with a concentrated period of time to work individually and as a team 

to complete significant projects.  The learning team is a cooperative group of 

three to six students who remain together for the duration of a course, work-

ing both in and out of class on activities and assignments that fulfill learning 

objectives.  Within the team, candidates exercise participative, cooperative 

problem solving based on a self-directed paradigm, which provides each indi-

vidual with the skills necessary to become a lifelong learner.

The learning team simulates workplace collaboration models and provides 

an environment in which candidates can experiment and practice a wide 

range of interpersonal behaviors, communication techniques, and work 

roles.  There are no superiors or subordinates in a learning team.  All team 

members are equal and are free to make mistakes and to learn from them.  

Because candidates are responsible for sharing their talents, experiences, and 

learning resources, they achieve greater self-direction and responsibility for 

their own learning and an increased capacity for self-assessment.

“Adult-Friendly” Student Services

Programs and administrative services at the University of Phoenix are offered 

at convenient times and locations for working adult students.  In order to 

extend the highest standard of service to existing students, faculty, and 

alumni, they are provided access to current resources, services, and course 

materials through an electronic format.  This relatively new initiative, called 

“rEsource,” provides students, faculty, and alumni with focused and relevant 

information for the teaching profession.  All materials are designed around 

specific course objectives and standards.  Students can access their cur-
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riculum, text, articles, relevant Web links, multimedia, simulations, library 

resources, their portfolios and assessments, and the writing lab anytime and 

in any place through their own computer.  Alumni will be able to access rel-

evant, up-to-date educational resources when they become classroom teach-

ers, and they will continue to receive the support and resources required for 

future success. 

Our Professional Challenge

Forget the old adage about those who can and those who can’t.  The fact 

is that those who are provided the opportunity, teach.  The adult learning 

model utilized by the University of Phoenix describes one approach that can 

provide a part of the solution to the dilemma of how to find and support 

tomorrow’s teachers.  The nontraditional approach to education, in which 

adult learners can gain all of the intellectual and practical skills necessary to 

educate tomorrow’s students while still maintaining a career and family life 

during the educational process, provides an important piece of the solution 

to the current “crisis” in education.  Educational staffing projections show 

that we cannot keep classrooms fully staffed using only young adults who 

have been prepared at traditional universities.  The adult-education model 

taps and develops an entire pool of potential educators who cannot only 

help meet the demand but also excel in the field due to all of the intangibles 

that individuals who possess “life experience” can bring to the classroom.  As 

educational leaders, our challenge is to innovate and create alternative solu-

tions to the new realities we are facing today.  To do otherwise is not only a 

disservice to future students but also a disservice to the calling of all educa-

tors to continuously strive to learn and create better solutions.  For as we all 

know, those who can, teach.
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