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More than ten years ago, I published an article in which I explored where teaching, 
schools, and education could be in a decade if the reforms that we were pursuing 
then were deepened, accelerated, and sustained. Here is what I projected then 
about the future of teaching:

Ten years hence, teachers are paid and treated like true 
professionals. Because they are closest to the classroom and to 
the students, they have the most authority, the most status, and 
the most money. Teachers command salaries and have working 
conditions comparable to those of other professions with similar 
educational requirements and importance of function. They 
no longer have to lament that they love to teach but hate their 
job. Teachers have their own offices, office hours, secretaries, 
and telephones; they even have unrestricted access to a copying 
machine. They have ample preparation time during the school day 
and control over the use of time for planning, curriculum work, 
consultation, and collaboration with colleagues, parents, and 
students. And they are not saddled with paralyzing paperwork or 
with excessive non-teaching and non-instructional tasks. 

Teachers work side by side with their educational partners, 
the instructional paraprofessionals. Together they model 
teamwork for their students and help to ensure that children 
have ample opportunities to receive personalized attention. The 
paraprofessionals are involved in the design and delivery of the 
instructional facilitators that they are.
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Teachers have a shared knowledge base. No longer does the 
public believe that all you have to do to be a good teacher is to 
love to teach; after all, they never believed that all you have to do 
to be a surgeon is to love to cut. Teachers know their students 
well and know how to teach them effectively. They are generalists 
first, and then specialists in their own respective disciplines. They 
are knowledgeable about content areas, how the brain works, 
and how learning occurs. They are experts in child and adolescent 
development and adult learning. They are knowledgeable about, 
and sensitive to, the race, class, and gender diversity of the 
environment in which they teach, and the ranks of educators are 
representative of that diversity.

The National Board for Professional Teaching Standards, two thirds 
of whom are board-certified teachers elected by their peers, makes 
judgments about what accomplished teachers should know and be 
able to do—and certifies those who meet these high and rigorous 
standards. Emergency teaching licenses have no more validity than 
would emergency medical licenses; provisional teacher licenses 
no more than would provisional architect licenses; temporary 
teacher licenses no more than would temporary attorney licenses. 
All teachers are fully prepared for practice. Developed by teachers 
themselves, professional standards are now routinely upheld 
through peer review. The consensus among teachers is that no 
one knows the difference between good teaching and bad teaching 
better than the best teachers themselves.

New teachers are inducted into the profession with assistance 
from mentors—experienced and expert colleagues who guide 
their initial steps in teaching. Novices do not have to learn their 
job in solitude, by trial and error. Through professional practice 
schools, the world of teaching is connected to teacher preparation 
in ways that no longer tolerate a wide gulf between theory and 
practice.

With increased collegiality, teachers have broken the isolation that 
historically characterized their professional existence. Through 
teacher exchange opportunities, they spend time teaching in other 
schools, other levels, and other settings. They engage in continuous 
conversations with each other, across levels and across discipline. 
They teach in teams, hold conferences about individual students, 
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observe each other teach, and participate in developing and 
accessing each other’s work. They have the time to collaborate, 
to learn from each other, and to plan together—not just as an 
afterthought, on weekends, or at the end of a long day’s work but 
built into the professional day. To make that possible, teachers and 
other staff have ample time without student contact. They view 
their professional development and appraisal as inseparable from 
the actual work that they do.

Teachers, in collaboration with parents and others, are the primary 
decision makers about the instructional needs for their students. 
They exercise professional discretion routinely and thoughtfully, 
not limiting themselves to any single approach or strategy. They 
seek access to expertise and decide how to use it. Task forces, 
commissions, panels, and teleconferences routinely feature full-
time practitioners as experts on teaching and learning.

Teachers, not textbook publishers, have control over the 
curriculum. They also control professional standards, professional 
practice, the hiring of colleagues and administrators, and their own 
professional development. They have not only a seat but also a 
voice.

Teachers’ work is matched appropriately with the teachers’ 
respective stage of development in the profession. Those with 
the greatest experience and highest level of expertise teach the 
most challenging assignments. They also serve as mentors to new 
teachers, as adjunct professors at teacher preparation programs, 
as professional development experts, as curriculum specialists, 
as demonstrators of new practice, and in other instructional 
and professional leadership roles. Teachers can be promoted in 
teaching without being simultaneously promoted out of teaching. 
They can achieve higher pay and be given more responsibilities 
and greater autonomy without abandoning the classroom.

Teachers have the time to think systematically about their work, 
constantly learning, discussing, assessing, and adjusting their 
practice. They don’t stop learning when they start teaching. They 
read professional journals and books. They continuously review 
and question their own practice and that of their colleagues. They 
contribute to research and validate research of others. They 
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speak and write publicly about their work. Their discourse and 
reflection is informed by examples and practice in other schools, 
other countries, other fields, and other sectors of society. They 
use methods that incorporate different learning and teaching styles 
and varied cultural experiences.

Unexamined tradition has now yielded to reflective practice that 
is both responsible and responsive to students’ needs (Darling-
Hammond, 1985). Lecturing is occasional and usually to large 
groups, to make it more possible for other colleagues to have 
small-group seminars and other activities. Because teachers spend 
less time lecturing, they spend more time guiding, facilitating, and 
supporting what students do—provoking students to learn how to 
learn and how to teach themselves.

Teacher professionalism is defined not just by what teachers 
know and are able to do but also by what teachers value, namely, 
what commitments and principles they hold for themselves and 
for students. Professional practice, therefore, is viewed as both 
skilled service and the application of virtue (Sergiovanni, 1992). 
Bureaucratic adherence to rules and regulations has been replaced 
by accountability to the clients, the students, and their parents. 
“Doing right by kids” is the moral imperative for teachers. All 
adults have strong incentives to make schools ever more effective 
for all students. These incentives are both intrinsic and extrinsic. 
They emphasize capacity building, not rewards and punishments; 
they are for groups as well as for individuals.

Teachers no longer feel the obligation to cover the curriculum; 
they view their job as helping students to uncover the curriculum 
and to connect it to their experiences and to their lives. If students 
are not learning the way that teachers teach, then teachers teach 
the way that students learn. Teachers participate in nurturing 
their students’ readiness to learn. They serve as advisors to small 
groups of students. They meet with these students each day and 
ensure that there is effective communication between the school 
and home. They stay with their students for more than a single 
year. This guarantees that there is an informed context for every 
need that arises for each student. Teachers recognize that teaching 
kids must be preceded by reaching kids, because they do not care 
how much we know until they know how much we care.
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Teachers are respected and valued as experts on teaching and 
learning. They live up to such expectations by continuously 
reflecting on their practice and by employing knowledge that is 
research based and validated by practice. Doing right by kids no 
longer necessitates engaging in creative insubordination. Evaluations 
and assessments are now by peers and clients—bottom up, not 
top down; all are evaluated by those with whom they work and 
by those whom they serve no less than by those to whom they 
report. Evaluations scrutinize practices, not just practitioners. 
And the outcomes of teacher evaluations are represented as 
“useful advice, not ratings” (L. Darling-Hammond, personal 
communication, March 23, 1993). The perfunctory checklist 
inspection of teachers’ work has been phased out. And teaching 
has become so attractive as a profession that graduates from 
medical schools, law schools, and engineering schools prepare for 
and apply to teach in our schools—a phenomenon unthinkable just 
10 years ago. (Urbanski 1995)

And so here we are more than a decade later, and how much has changed? 
Although a few changes have taken place in some of our school districts, for the 
most part things have not improved very much—especially in our urban schools. 
In fact, things today are more like yesterday than ever before. The reforms 
that we attempted were not radical enough to truly transform our schools or 
our profession. And the public continues to hold suspect any schools that do 
not resemble the schools that they remember. It seems that everyone is for 
reform as long as nothing is different. Yet this is not a reason to despair. Winston 
Churchill often defined success as “going from failure to failure with undiminished 
enthusiasm.” And Yogi Berra cautioned that there are only three kinds of people: 
those who make it happen, those who let it happen, and those who are left 
wondering what happened. We cannot afford to be the latter.

This brings me to the reason for the title of this paper. When asked why he was 
able to score more goals than any other hockey player, Wayne Gretzky said, 
“because they all go to where the puck is—and I only go where the puck is gonna 
be.” So must we, too, consider what the future holds and what teachers will have 
to know, be able to do, and be like.

The problem with today’s schools is not that they are no longer as good as they 
once were but that they are precisely as they always were. Change is inevitable, 
but real change is real hard, and it takes real time. It can be done—it just can’t be 
done easily.

Teachers for a New Era: Going “Where the Puck Is Gonna Be”



46

Teachers and schools of the future will, by definition, always be in the future. 
Therefore, even our vision must remain subject to revision. As Peter Senge (1990) 
advises, we must not seek to develop a strategic plan; we must, instead, launch 
ongoing strategic planning. And as we do so, we should include the following 
considerations:

• Systems and Relationships. Virtually everything we need to do falls 
under these two umbrellas: building better systems and building better 
relationships. One without the other would be tantamount to one 
hand clapping. It is difficult, if not impossible, to build and sustain better 
systems without good relationships. No single constituency alone can 
make schools and teaching what they must become—it’ll be tough 
enough even if we all collaborate. But there’s a difference between 
collaboration and collusion. The latter merely heightens the level of 
comfort among adults; the former is for the purpose of improving 
learning opportunities and life’s chances for all our students—and 
especially for the most vulnerable and traditionally underserved.

• Exceptions into Norms. We already know that we can provide an 
excellent education to some students. We also know that we can have 
a few good schools even in the worst school districts. All along our 
challenge has been to make accessible to all children what has always 
been available to a select few. In other words, we must promote both 
excellence and equity. We must view the two as inseparable. Excellence 
without equity is not excellence—it is privilege. And equity without 
excellence is not equity—it is tokenism.

• Beyond Knowledge and Skills. We already do and will increasingly 
know how to do more than we should choose to do. Thus, ethical 
and moral considerations will assume an ever greater importance and 
ever greater consequences. That is why we should value not only what 
teachers know and are able to do but also what they are like. In Tom 
Sergiovanni’s (1992) definition of professionalism in teaching, he argues 
that it’s more than just expertise; it’s also virtue. Unless a teacher 
views and treats each student as if he or she were the teacher’s own 
son or daughter, then the teacher is not a true professional. That is 
also why we must make schools and learning environments into small 
communities—so that we can know each other better and therefore 
have access to more natural and less contrived dynamics with each 
other. Knowing students is no less important than knowing the subjects 
we teach.
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More than a decade ago, Lewis Perelman (1992) predicted that information 
would become a utility rather than a commodity, that learning would be like 
praying—accessible anywhere and all the time. He characterized past and current 
education-reform attempts as “trying to invent a better horse and buggy.” He said 
that schools as we know them would cease to exist and would become similar to 
places of worship. Students would still come to schools to learn together—just as 
people come to churches, synagogues, or mosques to pray together—but most 
learning would not be expected to occur in schools but at multiple and various 
“learning stations.” More important than having information would be knowing 
how to access it. Students would have to learn how to produce knowledge, not 
just how to reproduce it. And the acquisition of knowledge would be defined not 
just as having information but as knowing how to apply it usefully. 

As we move rapidly toward such a new reality, organizations will yield to networks; 
school systems will become systems of schools; schools will be increasingly located 
in real-to-life settings; public schools will acquire many of the features of private 
schools; and decentralization will be a necessary consequence of customization. 
We will finally figure out how to have standards without standardization, rigor 
without rigidity, and unity (of purpose) without unanimity. And all this will take 
place within a global context.

Future teachers will shape the rapidly changing realities. Technology and the 
information explosion will make it so much more critical for teachers to model 
learning and changing for future students. Entrusting that responsibility to 
teachers, however, has always been the greatest risk taken as well as the greatest 
opportunity given by society—in the future no less than in the past.

References

Perelman, Lewis J. 1992. School’s out: Hyperlearning, the new technology, and 
the end of education. New York: William Morrow & Co.

Senge, Peter M. 1990. The fifth discipline: The art and practice of the learning 
organization. New York: Currency Doubleday.

Sergiovanni, Tom. 1992. Moral leadership: Getting to the heart of school 
improvement. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Urbanski, Adam. 1995. Learner-centered schools: A vision for the future. 
Education Policy Journal 9 (3): 281–92.

Teachers for a New Era: Going “Where the Puck Is Gonna Be”


