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What will tomorrow’s schools teach? is certainly not a new question. In fact, 
during the beginning years of  American education (1642–1776), when the 
early settlers were working to establish the first schools so that children might 
learn to read, there were questions about what should be taught and how it 
should be taught. We know that throughout the 1700s instruction in reading 
and religion was based almost solely on the Bible and the Psalms, but it 
wasn’t long until separate spellers and primers were introduced, signifying the 
growth of  secularism. And so the question about what to teach began early in 
our history, continued over time, and is with us today. Many might argue that 
education hasn’t changed much, and some often remind us that if  well-known 
educators and scholars like John Dewey or Thomas Jefferson were to return 
today, they would find schooling to be much like it was during their lifetimes. 
Perhaps one might have made that assertion about education until the 1980s, 
when the publication of  A Nation at Risk launched the contemporary reform 
movement in the United States. That publication, coupled with the growth of  
computer technology as well as demographic population shifts throughout the 
entire United States, has brought about tremendous change in U.S. education. 
Nevertheless, there seems to be a consensus among educators that more 
change is indicated and necessary.

One has only to Google “tomorrow’s schools” to find an assortment of  
articles, reports, and books addressing new ways to think about curricula, 
teacher requirements, technology trends, and so on. I have attended numerous 
meetings over the past ten years, where attendees were charged with thinking 
about what the future of  American education needs to be. I am currently 
serving on a special task force appointed from the membership of  the Texas 
Education Reform Foundation and supported by the Greater Houston 
Foundation. The task force is charged with developing a report on what Texas 
K–16 education needs to look like in the future. This twenty-five-member task 
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force includes representatives from higher education, K–12 education, two-
year colleges, business and industry, and the Texas legislature. I also serve on 
other committees with a similar charge. 

Thus, this conference was yet another opportunity for me and my colleagues 
from various levels of  K–16 education to join with colleagues from Evaluation 
Systems to discuss and to hopefully identify action steps that need to be 
followed during the coming months and years to bring needed and necessary 
change to K–16 education in the United States. The speakers have given us 
much to think about as we move forward.

In his opening remarks, Richard Allen first asked, “Where are we in education 
today and where should we be headed?” He reminded us that “education is in 
a bit of  a mess,” but he remains hopeful that we are going to succeed in fixing 
the problems. His talk identified serious questions that we must consider as 
we move forward in our daily work as professional educators: 

 1. How do we fix falling math and science scores?

 2. How do we teach critical and creative thinking?

 3. Should we be managers of  education rather than purveyors of  
education?

 4. What twenty-first-century learning skills are necessary to succeed 
in a global economy?

 5. How do we work to reduce student suicide rates? 

In addition to the questions he posed, he asked us to keep in mind that teachers 
are the heart of  education systems and closed his remarks by citing research 
that concludes that teachers matter most in students’ lives. 

Gene Wilhoit built on Dick Allen’s remarks and asserted that educators around 
the world, not just in the United States, need to join together to support a 
world economy that is knowledge based. He pointed out that in order to be 
a leading player, the United States has to shift its workforce to new kinds of  
jobs that will be built around the shifting technology growth that is changing 
all our lives. This kind of  change, he asserted, means that we have to educate 
children to levels higher than at any other time in our history, and we must 
reach each and every one of  them. He says that our nation’s future depends 
on every state education system consistently and comprehensively achieving 
this goal. Wilhoit admitted that the Council of  Chief  State School Officers 
does not currently have the answer for how we are going to accomplish 
such daunting tasks, but he noted that it is creating new systems of  educator 
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development—data systems of  support for standards, assessment, and 
accountability—which translate into systems of  support for student learning. 
He concluded his remarks by reminding us that we cannot make the changes 
we need to help all students succeed if  we continue to define schooling as it 
is today. Rather, he said, “we must remove the constraints that hold student 
learning constant.”

If  we are to be successful in our efforts, Yong Zhao reminded us that we need 
to know what knowledge is needed to change our realities. He pointed out that 
in our efforts to make necessary change, we must agree on what knowledge 
is of  most worth in today’s society, not what was needed in the nineteenth 
or twentieth centuries. “Today,” he said, “our citizens need to have skills 
that enable them to work globally and communicate with people throughout 
the world.” He continued by asserting that teachers will need to focus on 
teaching critical- and creative-thinking skills that will prepare students to solve 
problems effectively and efficiently.

Steven Paine agreed with Zhao as he discussed how West Virginia schools 
are encouraging the state’s teachers to couple lessons in creative and critical 
thinking with technology instruction and civic literacy in an effort to 
transform West Virginia public schools. He also mentioned the need to focus 
on collaboration, accountability, and capacity building as the state’s educators 
moved toward helping the students learn more about what’s needed for their 
success as productive citizens. Finally, Paine noted that we all must remember 
that change is a series of  processes, not a single event. 

While Paine spoke about the entire state of  West Virginia and its efforts to 
transform schooling, Larry Rosenstock described how a computer, a printer, 
a scanner, and a telecommunications system that allows for computer 
networking and video conferencing had changed students’ ways of  thinking, 
learning, and knowing at High Tech High. Rosenstock’s comments on how 
FlexBooks are changing teaching and learning reinforced the audience’s 
realization that schools of  tomorrow will take on many different shapes that 
still seem to be futuristic to many of  us. Although not one of  us knows for 
sure what the future will bring, we can be sure that new technologies will 
change our world in ways that we can only imagine today. Nevertheless, High 
Tech High is already using technology innovations to create student-centered 
learning opportunities.  

As our minds swirled into the future, Penelope Earley’s talk began with 
images of  Dickens’s A Christmas Carol and asked, “Are these the shadows of  
the things that will be, or are they shadows of  things that may be, only?” As 
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we considered that question, many of  us realized that all too often we see the 
remnants of  Dickens’s “gradgrind” schools, where the emphasis of  teaching 
and learning is on facts, facts, facts. Too often, Earley noted, schools remain 
unchanged. She encouraged us to think about several questions as we move to 
help make the necessary changes that are needed in our schools: 

 1. What does it mean to be educated in our society?

 2. How can we use our education systems to create innovators?

 3. How can we be learner driven and product driven simultaneously?

 4. How do we interpret knowledge?  

James Stigler moved the audience from Earley’s consideration of  broad-based 
education questions to ones that focused on the teacher and teaching. While 
his focus was on mathematics teaching, his comments were pertinent to all 
classroom teaching. He began by reminding the audience that teaching needs 
to be studied and improved, for teaching is a final common pathway through 
which all efforts to inform education must go. He believes that if  we cannot 
affect the quality of  teaching, we are going to hit a brick wall in all of  our 
reform efforts. As we are all aware, research indicates that more than anything 
else in a student’s school day, good teaching matters most. Data shows us that 
if  a student has a good teacher for one year, that same student can excel in 
learning as much as three years. Conversely, if  a student has a poor teacher for 
one year, that student can regress in learning as much as three years. Whether 
we are discussing mathematics teaching or English teaching, Stigler believes 
that we need to redefine “best practices” to not only focus on how teachers 
teach but on what learning opportunities they create for their students.

Elizabeth Manchester and Jen Coose agreed with Stigler’s comments 
and extended them to include the digital and process-based learning that 
is incorporated into the school day at all middle schools in Maine. Both 
speakers described how they helped create learning communities that focused 
on inquiry-based learning, which is based on a standards curriculum, with 
technological and pedagogical content at its center. The teachers and the 
students work collaboratively on projects and assignments. Teaching and 
learning are part of  the entire school community and includes students, 
teachers, parents, and interested community members.

Finally, Hank Rubin echoed Manchester’s and Coose’s comments that teaching 
and learning need to be the entire village’s responsibility, not simply that of  
the classroom teacher or the building principal. Students’ needs are changing 
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at an almost immeasurable pace, and our need to prepare students to flourish 
in a new world is challenging at best. He reminded us that so much of  our 
current teacher preparation is based not on how to best prepare students of  the 
future but on how to make sure students pass the state licensure exams, which 
are most often tests centered on facts, facts, facts. He asserted that teacher 
preparation is in fact prescriptive, leaving little time for innovative thinking. 

As the first day of  the conference came to a close, I was reminded of  a vision 
statement that Texas superintendents recently developed.

We envision schools where all children succeed, feel safe and their 
curiosity is cultivated. We see schools that foster a sense of  belonging 
and community that inspire collaboration. We see learning standards 
that challenge, and intentionally designed experiences that delight 
students, develop their confidence and competence, and cause every 
child to value tasks that result in learning. Ultimately, we see schools 
and related venues that prepare all children for many choices and that 
give them the tools and attitudes to contribute to our democratic way of  
life and help them live successfully in a rapidly changing world.

I believe this vision statement sums up the points our speakers have made, and 
I believe we could agree that it is a vision that will help each of  us as we move 
toward developing successful schools for the twenty-first century. In addition 
to the vision, I am also reminded of  how Howard Gardner in Five Minds for 
the Future (2007) defines the cognitive abilities that are necessary for success 
in the future. These five minds include:

 1. The disciplinary mind—mastery of  major schools of  thought 
(including science, mathematics, and history) and at least one 
professional craft

 2. The synthesizing mind—ability to integrate ideas from different 
disciplines or spheres into a coherent whole and to communicate 
that integration to others

 3. The creating mind—capacity to uncover and clarify new problems, 
questions, and phenomena

 4. The respectful mind—awareness of  and appreciation for differences 
among human beings 

 5. The ethical mind—fulfillment of  one’s responsibilities as a worker 
and a citizen
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Gardner asserts that “these are the kinds of  minds that people will need if  
they—if  we—are to thrive in the world during the eras to come” (Gardner 
2007).

While we have much to consider if  we are to make the world a better place, 
I challenge all of  us to identify the actions that we are willing to take as we 
continue to consider the question, What will tomorrow’s schools teach?
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