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I’ve been spending a little more than half  my time in Washington, D.C., 
and the rest with my family in South Dakota. One of  the things I’ve had 
the chance to do during my six-plus years on the prairie is take up target 
archery—something I’ve always wanted to do. There’s a feeling of  Zen to 
target archery. You set yourself  up twenty yards from the target and, using the 
same equipment in the same environment, you keep shooting over and over 
until you hit the bull’s-eye more and more routinely. With each shot you figure 
out what to tweak, you fix your sight, you adjust your stance, you stabilize 
your technique. 

Now imagine that you are the target archer, but the target is moving. Suddenly 
it’s not so easy. This is the nature of  teacher education today, and it’s a 
problem; actually, it’s two problems. 

Moving Targets

First, way too many of  us have our feet planted in one century while our 
targets are in another. Our current reality is that preservice education 
programs in America are much more likely to be preparing their students to 
meet licensure requirements that are anchored in the twentieth century than 
those rooted in the real and projected learning needs of  twenty-first-century 
learners. Although it’s still true that Thomas Jefferson could walk into almost 
any pre-K–12 classroom, pick up a piece of  chalk, and teach much as he 
taught when our nation was born, it’s probably not going to be true for very 
much longer. The targets are changing—as well they should. What is certain 
is this: the instructional needs of  pre-K–12 learners are changing faster than 
are our teacher licensure requirements.
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Teacher licensure is a statement of  state policy, and if  it fails to take into 
account what teachers (and administrators) need to know and be able to do in 
order to prepare learners to flourish in a world characterized by new demands 
and opportunities in technology, communications, social relations, global 
economics, health care, transportation, and the like, then it fails the state.

It’s been said that the job we face is not to prepare our young people to 
become twenty-first-century learners—most are already doing a pretty good 
job of  that. Our challenge is to set the bar firmly in the twenty-first century for 
our teachers, counselors, and school administrators—and then to help them 
reach it.

Multiple Targets

The second problem is that we may be aiming at the wrong target, or perhaps 
there’s actually more than one. Today, aiming to prepare candidates—future 
teachers and administrators—for licensure is tantamount to aiming to prepare 
them to pass the test, land the job, and do no harm. But we know we need 
to be preparing them for much more than that. The problem is that most of  
our teacher education programs are structurally constrained from doing much 
more. By design, education’s preservice programs are almost completely built 
around state licensure requirements. There is rarely any room for innovation 
because there is rarely any place in the preservice curriculum to insert a new 
module, much less a seminar or a course, and—as any dean or chair will tell 
you—almost certainly nothing in the curriculum that might be dropped or 
radically changed in order to make room (of  course, this is as much a political 
problem as it is a structural one). This wouldn’t be such an important problem 
if  state licensure requirements and corresponding preservice programs were 
continuously upgraded and authentically connected to pre-K–12 students’ 
contemporary learning needs (i.e., if  states’ student learning standards and 
teacher licensure requirements were both forward-looking and ratcheted up 
regularly and simultaneously). But we know this is seldom the case—that all 
too often these state policies are more responsive to the forces of  political 
compromise and consensus than they are to empiricism and professional 
insights into what teaching and learning need to be in the years ahead.
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The teachers and administrators who will be at the peaks of  their professional 
influence ten, twenty, and thirty years from now are currently sitting in 
preservice classrooms on our campuses. But we are preparing them, at best, 
for 2009 and 2010. Here are the three targets for which we really should be 
preparing these young professionals:

Target 1  Employment and immediate success in the pre-K–12 world that 
they will enter when they graduate

Target 2  Planting their feet in the world of  added technological, sociological, 
entrepreneurial, and interpersonal communications, and analytical change 
and challenges that we can predict they will face during their first three to 
five years on the job 

Target 3  The leadership they will be expected to provide in a future world in 
which they will be mature professionals and educational leaders ten, twenty, 
and thirty years from now—a world for which we offer few predictions, no 
clear learning goals, and little instructional preparation

Target 1 (preparation for licensure and employment) is the world of  practice 
for those of  us in schools, colleges, and departments of  education. Most of  
our preservice units spend much of  our time on—and do most of  our bragging 
about the stats associated with—this first target: pass rates, employment rates, 
and the like.

Target 2 (the midrange and foreseeable future of  three to five years) is 
increasingly the focus of  new conversations, policies, and election politics. 
Among its most visible and well-endowed protagonists is the Partnership for 
21st Century Skills (P21), which counts many of  the nation’s most prominent 
corporations and philanthropies among its members, along with such 
significant education agencies as Pearson, ASCD, and NEA. This partnership 
has developed a P21 framework (www.21stcenturyskills.org) that offers an 
interesting conceptual model of  what twenty-first-century pre-K–12 students 
need to know and be able to do.  

What’s most compelling about P21—and parallel efforts by the Council of  
Chief  State School Officers, the National Commission for Teaching and 
America’s Future, and others as they work state-by-state—is the challenge it 
places at the feet of  educators and policy makers alike to reexamine what we 
want from our educational systems in the foreseeable future: What will be 
their educational missions, how will we measure them, how will we change 
them, and how will we prepare the professionals who make them succeed.

What Will Tomorrow’s Teachers Need to Know . . . and Who Will Teach Them?
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Target 3 (ten to twenty years from now) will require a whole new scholarship—
a scholarship of  the unknowable, if  you will—developing evidence-based 
predictions of  the social, environmental, legal, and technological forces that 
will shape educational goals decades down the road. At this point, this target is 
nothing more than an ambition. Perhaps with the new federal administration 
we will be able to chart a bold and reasoned course for a long vision for the 
future of  public education. It will take (at least) four steps to achieve this:

 1. A process of discernment—gathering our best prognosticators, 
scientists, and professionals to develop clear and detailed evidence-
based predictions of  society ten, fifteen, and twenty years from 
now. We would ask them to consider the following: What will 
be the look and feel of  all the contextual systems that will affect 
our “educational investment,” including technology, health care, 
communications, jurisprudence, transportation, and domestic and 
global economic systems in the years 2018, 2023, and 2028? 

 2. Converting these predictions into educational targets—gathering 
and engaging leading content specialists and teacher educators in 
the process of  interpreting what young people will need to know 
and be able to do in order to successfully navigate and master 
the many changed systems in which they will live, asking them: 
What are the implications of  each prediction on the specific skills, 
knowledge, and dispositions children will need to develop—at their 
various stages of  development—in the years 2018, 2023, and 2028?  

 3. From this information, we would work to produce new theories, 
principles, and practices to shape progressive and socially 
responsible teacher preparation programs along with immediate 
curricular designs for preparing educators in today’s universities 
who will be practicing for the next ten to twenty years. This 
entails developing specific instructional programs (new curricula, 
courses, syllabi adjustments, modules) aimed at preparing teachers, 
counselors, and administrators to hit the bull’s-eyes of  distant targets 
as well as the immediate and midrange targets.

 4. Finally, we need to step forward as leaders who know how to 
make change happen, communicating findings and advocating 
action among professional associations, accreditors, preservice 
institutions, policy makers, and philanthropists to ensure that this 
work has impact (including creating a collaborative foundation 
of  ownership, resources, constituency support, entrepreneurial 
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incentives for implementation, and political will). State and federal 
policy makers need to be involved in this from the start so that this 
exercise produces authentic and actionable change. 

It Takes a Whole State

We all know that not one of  us—and not one entity—can do it alone. Even 
teacher education’s most progressive leaders cannot unilaterally align their 
programs with a twenty-first-century instructional framework. Changing the 
preservice and inservice education programs on our campuses in ways that 
are both significant and enduring will require a variety of  changes among 
the actors and forces that shape the system within which teacher preparation 
occurs. These forces pose a different set of  challenges than, say, introducing 
significant change in pre-K–12 systems or in universities’ schools of  business. 
In the long run, successful strategies for significantly changing schools and 
colleges of  education must include:

• changes in state licensure requirements for new and renewing 
teachers

• changes in state licensure requirements for school administrators

• changes in state standards for approval (the state corollary of  
accreditation) of  preservice and inservice programs—the initial 
and advanced academic programs that prepare teachers and school 
leaders

• changes in national accreditation standards 

• professional development and supportive networks of  professionals 
aimed at informing, facilitating, and encouraging systems and 
cultures that make change reasonable and expected by professors 
and administrators in schools and colleges of  education (this entails 
making the desired change integral to unit, program, and individual 
goal setting and annual reviews as well as making the change a cultural 
and normative priority in the unit that is at least on a par with the 
priority of  regulatory compliance)

• seed, incentive, and transformative funding strategies and resources 
to encourage and support structural and instructional innovation and 
change

• and more.

What Will Tomorrow’s Teachers Need to Know . . . and Who Will Teach Them?
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Pre-K–20 for Twenty-fi rst-Century Education

Pay attention to this phrase: “pre-K–20 for twenty-first-century education.” 
This is an important strategic touchstone for the authentic and enduring 
change we want for tomorrow’s schools.

Reshaping the future of  public education will only happen when the combined 
forces of  education’s leaders—pre-K–20—come together to make it happen. 
Pre-K–20 is the key; it can’t sustainably happen in pre-K–12 alone or higher 
education alone. Simply stated, their interdependence is too complete: schools, 
colleges, and departments of  education prepare students to be teachers 
and school leaders of  the pre-K–12 youngsters who constitute the pool of  
candidates for admission to those same schools, colleges, and departments of  
education. (You can pick any point in the continuum to start this sentence.)

As well-intentioned pragmatists committed to students’ learning, we make 
changes where and when we can, with as much intentionality and strategic 
vision as resources and time will allow. Waiting for national education 
leadership that can bring coherence to our scattered local efforts, we have 
moved into the twenty-first century without a plan for public education and 
with a fractured educational system.

Any planning effort for tomorrow’s schools must involve the full pre-K–20 
continuum. There’s no longer any argument, just consensus: the unit of  
analysis for every part of  the pre-K–20 continuum is impact on student 
learning, with each portion of  that continuum contributing differently to the 
outcome. Any strategy that fails to include the full pre-K–20 continuum will 
be short term and will have to be repeated; this is one of  the most undervalued 
and often-ignored lessons of  school reform. 

~~~
A personal note:  I’ve now spent one and a half  years in residence in Washington, 
D.C., and the experience has elevated my sense of  just how difficult it is—and 
will be—to build authentic pre-K–20 collaboration. But it has reinforced my 
resolve: it is essential. And the election of  Barack Obama should elevate the 
optimism of  us all: new leadership can make a difference. Tomorrow’s schools 
and tomorrow’s teachers will be shaped by today’s leaders and today’s teacher 
educators working together across historic silos. 
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