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This paper is presented from a sociopolitical policy perspective rather than from 
an academic or hands-on administrator perspective. It is a think piece rather than 
an action piece, since I would greatly prefer it if much of what I suggest here 
would turn out to be baseless. That determination, however, will belong to each 
of you…and to the future.

I begin with quotations from the great Danish physicist Niels Bohr—including the 
first one, which is reflected in my title for this chapter:

The opposite of a fact is a falsehood, but the opposite of a profound 
truth may very well be another profound truth.

Prediction is very difficult, especially if it is about the future [sort 
of Yogi Berra-esque].

No, no, you are not thinking; you are just being logical.

This last one is from a fictional source, which Sherlock Holmes aficionados may 
appreciate:

You see, but you do not observe.

Education as a Social Institution

To determine what public schools will look like in the future and, thus, how 
teachers must be prepared, one must first acknowledge that the education system 
is not an entity unto itself. It occurs in a greater context—as a social institution.

In the case of the United States, education was not even initially identified as a 
necessary institution, since its once-burned, twice-shy, and therefore minimalist 
founders saw their government’s functions more in terms of safety and security. 
Education was added as a social institution only fairly recently, indicating that it 
had, at last, reached a level of national consequence.
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A social institution, by its very definition as an arm of government, is obligated 
to operate only under the direction of that government and, in the absence of 
clarity, to function under its original mandate until it receives further instruction. 
Historically, however, when in a vacuum created by a lack of governmental 
direction, social institutions have—however inappropriately—tended to seek out 
their own bases for existence. Conversely, when a social institution has received 
a specific directive, it returns to its original charge and performs well and with 
alacrity.

Without a clearly articulated mission, practitioners within the institution become 
anxious about the perceived lack of attention given to their concerns and issues, 
and about the mixed messages they are receiving from multiple masters, and 
begin to seek purpose everywhere—especially from those who say they can 
provide the spark of hope, even if buying-in leaves the practitioners uneasy at 
best. In the latter case, they appear to be acting on the premise that even bad 
leadership is better than no leadership at all.

Without a clearly articulated mission, an institution becomes increasingly vulnerable 
to those with claims of expertise and answers to every conceivable concern. 
Those of us who have been in education for a while are sure to remember the 
many conferences over the years spotlighting a certain fad, fancy, or guru with 
a theory, answer, or program that would purportedly resolve each and every 
problem in the field. A profession with an inferiority complex seeks absolutes.

If the past holds true to form, individuals or organizations representing mostly self-
serving agendas, unrelated to the original purpose of the institution, are drawn 
to it in almost predatory fashion, seeking to realize their own objectives—which 
they present in the highest, most noble terms. 

Typically, these special-interest advocates initiate a well-planned assault on the 
unsuspecting institution by announcing steadfastly and often that it is not doing 
a good job—either producing documented so-called “proof” or “scientifically 
based research” to support their claims or not.

The recently initiated move to teacher-identifier numbers may be just such a 
strategy in a larger plan—ostensibly attempting to tie teacher preparation to 
student achievement—but this move is afoot without any acknowledgment of 
affecting variables, which may include limited resources, equipment, or materials; 
districts that require modification of what teachers have been taught or changes in 
the delivery of instruction; and even the lack of a specific district curriculum—but it 
really doesn’t matter. As we are currently witnessing, persistent indictments often 
take on a life of their own and take a toll even before they can be dispatched—if 
they even can be at all.
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Without a clear mission, a public institution is defenseless. Its practitioners are 
ill-prepared to stand their shaky ground and are consequently imbued with low 
self-esteem and insecurity, inevitably reacting defensively. They tend to be unable 
to shield themselves or the institution adequately and should therefore not be 
placed in the unenviable position of having to do so. 

As the blaming and finger pointing within and from without increases, an institution 
tends to become completely enmeshed in and focused on issues that divert it 
further and further away from its original path and intent, shifting it into more 
disarray.

Perhaps, in the end, education ought not to have become a social institution in this 
country at all, yet having risen to that level, it is incumbent on all of us to protect 
it against those who wish to destroy it and the ideals it represents.

A Bit of History

In the 1950s, U.S. public education was perceived to be quite satisfactory, especially 
for those it was serving at the time—a homogeneous, education-oriented student 
population. Under a system of local control, each community determined the 
level of education it could afford and what it wanted its students to learn, in terms 
of content and social conduct. An educator’s life, during that time, was simple and 
orderly. You knew where your loyalties must lie, what you were to teach, and 
even how you were to act—and you knew exactly what would happen to you if 
you challenged the system, but there was really no need to do so.

Soon, those who had not been privy to the option of education but who 
recognized that schooling would provide them and their children with economic 
and status opportunities unavailable through any other means literally marched 
to the schoolhouse door and demanded entry. Within the following decade, the 
faces in the classrooms of the United States began to reflect the entire populace. 
Here was a prime example of public education—as an institution—responding 
quickly and incredibly well to a clear directive.

Not ready to deal with the heterogeneity inherent in the new characteristics 
of their now-inclusive classrooms—having never been trained to do so—the 
institution’s administrators and practitioners strained to meet the ever-increasing 
learning needs of their diverse, continually changing student body without ever 
really understanding those needs or how to deal with them; without determining 
what realistic expectations should be; and, most damaging of all, without being 
able to take a breather to reflect on what the implications of such a huge change 
might be on the institution as a whole, either at that time or in the future.
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How Have We Fared?

In looking at its evolution through the years, can we make the judgment that public 
education has been—and is—successful? In terms of the mandates and challenges 
it has or has not been given, the need for more adequate and appropriate 
preparation for its candidates, deficient resources available to address student 
needs, and comparatively low remuneration for its professionals, public education 
in this country has been amazingly effective by anyone’s standards—except, of 
course, those seeking to use the institution for their own vested interests.

And even though the major success of our education system has to do with the 
inclusion of more and more children, we should not fall into the trap of believing 
that that success has anything to do with the students themselves, or with their 
progress or achievement. Societies reward what they value; if education were 
about children, then students would be paid—and probably far more than their 
teachers. In reality, education is about everyone involved except the students, 
although if they do become well educated, then they and especially society as a 
whole will benefit.

To be a viable, effective social institution, education must unambiguously know 
what it is supposed to be doing and how that will be measured, but in light of the 
changing demographics of those being schooled and the needs of this country, the 
government is way behind on informing its schooling arm about what it wants its 
students to know and how that will be measured. And although it is an excellent 
leverage point, No Child Left Behind (NCLB) does not fulfill this requirement. NCLB 
only provides the expectation that all kids are supposed to know and be able to 
do something, and that teachers must have met certain preparation requirements 
to get the students to whatever point that is. The whats of the directive have 
not, however, been prescribed as yet. The responsibility for the determination 
of the whats shifted from the original accountability of the local community to 
the state level and remains there, though there is a void in the specifics of what 
high school graduates should “look like.” Consequent dissatisfaction among some 
has engendered off-and-on calls for a national curriculum or for a national test 
for thinly veiled comparability purposes, but this strikes fear into the hearts of 
many—including those who emigrated from difficult places with autocratically 
controlled curricula. 
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Facing the Challenges Ahead

If one is to predict what is to become of the institution of U.S. public education 
and the consequent preparation of its educators, there are innumerable questions 
that must be answered, some of which are listed here. Many of these questions 
are more rhetorical than not, but each must eventually be answered, in order of 
importance, if the institution of education is to even have a future in this country.

• Is public education supposed to be creating a viable workforce? 

• If so, what is a viable workforce supposed to look like, and are we 
providing our students with the tools to be effective in the ever-touted, 
ever-changing “global economy”? For example, are we preparing them 
sufficiently well technologically?

• …but how can we be, when so many of our preparation institutions 
provide a single brief seminar in PowerPoint as the only training 
received by candidates with regard to this now most basic and 
integral teaching/learning strategy? 

• …and how can we be, when the majority of our present generation 
of faculty members—the teachers of our teachers—do not have 
even the most foundational and functional knowledge and skills in 
this area? 

• …and how can we be, when online programs at all levels are being 
protested vigorously, while so many of the rest of us perceive that 
this may be the only way to acquire concepts and knowledge in the 
future, and that the so-called preparation for lifelong learning may 
eventually take place anywhere but in a formal regular classroom 
setting? 

• …and where is the government’s direction on that one?

• In point of fact, in looking at the world’s economy, it may well be that 
the unique aspect of the global economy open to those coming out 
of U.S. education—due to our noncompetitive, comparatively high 
wages—may be innovation, but how will this even be possible when 
our teachers so obviously struggle with how to get even the basics into 
the minds of so many of their students?

• …and where is the government’s direction on that one?

• And what about public education being able to develop a thoughtful 
citizenry actively involved in maintaining and sustaining our 
representative form of government? 
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• With voting numbers going down everywhere, where is the 
emphasis on that basic principle? 

• By not preparing tomorrow’s citizens so that they understand their 
rights and can support the unique processes of this country—which 
include the ability to speak out freely on issues, to vote, and to 
participate actively in a citizen-run democracy—how ripe are we 
making ourselves for a dictatorial takeover?

• …and where is the government’s direction on that one?

• And what happened to introducing options to our students for 
constructive pastimes to occupy their leisure time and to contribute 
to positive comportment as well as to the advancement of the arts 
and humanities, physical well-being, and the competitiveness of our 
culture? 

• …and where is the government’s direction on that one?

Changes in rules, governance models, structures, and strategies are irrelevant, no 
matter what anyone else says. They can’t make a difference when the whats are 
so ill-defined. 

• What does a longer school day, fewer kids in a classroom, or a nutritious 
school lunch mean when our classroom maps still show the USSR, and 
our classroom models of the planets still include Pluto?

• What does a test score indicate when what the kids are supposed 
to be learning has not been determined by anyone able to be held 
accountable?

• In the future of education, how will what is important for kids to learn 
be determined—and by whom?

If there is no change, and if we and our leaders do not take public education 
seriously enough to clearly identify its mission and objectives, we will let the 
most significant experiment in social justice and advancement in the history of 
the civilizations of the world go by the wayside without a whimper—and we will 
lose it to: 

• the economic pragmatists who both recognize that having an educated 
workforce is expensive and wonder just why it is that we are even 
trying to educate everyone;

• the elitists who are ready to step in and assure us that it is indeed not 
necessary to educate a majority of our citizens;

• those who don’t want their tax money to go to “those people”;
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• those who send their children to private schools and who want to be 
compensated for that expense through receipt of public moneys;

• those who have already educated their children and think they need 
extra money to live on rather than a viable country to live in.

And we will lose it to: 

• those who hate the bargaining units, for whatever reason, and blame 
them for all the evils inherent in the institution;

• those who do not believe in any form of government regulation. 

And finally, and most disturbingly, we will lose it to: 

• those with nefarious goals for our country, who, without having to face 
an educated populous, can more easily take us over if our citizens are 
incapable of thinking and acting. 

Under the current circumstances, public education is fulfilling a huge number of 
constantly changing lesser-important mandates and doing the best it can under 
very difficult circumstances, but in order to support sound educational decisions, 
our government must issue unambiguous goals.

What is the future of schools in the United States, and how must our teachers be 
prepared? At this point, that is as unclear as the fate of our country. It can only be 
desperately hoped that the institution of public education in the United States will 
survive and reestablish itself as a workable institution, preparing the nation and its 
population for a viable and successful future.
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