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Mission Possible: “C-ing” the 
Future for Teachers 

James Barker 

I started out wanting to be a doctor. I did a summer experience at a medical 
school and came to understand that this wasn’t my mission, my passion. So 
then at age twenty-one, I cowrote a grant to the former Law Enforcement 
Assistance Agency (LEAA). In 1973, we received approximately $5.6 
million over three years to create a program that provided scholarships for 
students and created a 24/7 drop-in center for parents and youth called the 
Community Youth Services Center. It is still in existence today. From there 
I taught high school biology and chemistry, taught special education, and 
then was a school psychologist, after which I became an administrator. I’ve 
been superintendent in Erie for sixteen years. During the previous sixteen 
years, Erie had eight superintendents. Overall I’d say I’ve had a great run. 
We’re one of only five sites in America in which the GE Foundation chose 
to invest $15 million and approximately $5 million more in support services. 
We’re doing some incredible work around data management systems, 
because unlike in health care and other areas, there is not a state-of-the-art 
data retrieval information system in public education—this, despite the 
mantra that data should drive decisions for educators. Data informed 
instruction is key to teachers’ and schools’ future success. 

Protectors of the Past 

Teachers and schools of the future: what are they going to look like—and 
what is it going to take? We know some fundamental things about the 
challenge, and we’re all pretty familiar with this information, but I think it 
bears repeating to understand clearly what it is that is creating this crisis that 
has been in existence for as long as I’ve been in education. It’s clear that we 
are not the innovators, the creators of a better future; we’re more the 
protectors of the past, and there are both political and economic reasons  
for that. But what’s the consequence? Try to think of another business in 
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America that would continue on the same course after over a decade of 
mediocre results like that of America’s public school system and its one-third 
of non-graduating students. We know many of the reasons, but the reality is 
that it is a crisis of proportion that affects every one of us in every way. And 
it particularly affects the students who fall into this group of dropouts 
because the fact is, they’re three times more likely to end up being 
incarcerated than completing college. If we think about other businesses 
having this view of the future, we can begin to understand why there is such 
pressure on us to do things differently—to create a better future for all—
because we know that within the next decade, the workforce that we’re 
trying to create has to compete on a global scale. I’ve had the fortunate 
opportunity to travel to many spots around the world, and I’ve seen the kind 
of competition we’re up against. In India, you can drive up to an expanse of 
overgrown field and see an area that’s mowed six inches high; this is where 
the students come and kneel and wait for the teacher to show up, because 
they know the only way out of abject poverty is education. That’s the 
competition; that’s the reality. So we have some serious issues that we need 
to face.  

So what are some solutions? We’ve been working at this a long time. In 
Pennsylvania every year, the Pittsburgh Business Roundtable gives the 
Overachiever Award to a district that spends the least amount of money and 
moves more students into proficiency. We’ve won that the last three years in 
a row. We are implementing focused solutions that we think have had high 
impact in terms of helping transform lives and reducing the rate of dropout. 
The School District has extended the day and year for students needing 
additional time. Each school also has behavioral and mental health 
specialists. Teachers are hired based on GPA and impact on student 
achievement. We all recognize the need for great teachers and great 
schools—that sounds good, but what does it actually mean? What does it 
mean to be great? I’ve talked to people who have told me they’re awesome 
teachers or great administrators, and yet their scores are going down. I don’t 
understand. How do you define “great”? Let’s take a look.  

Clearly, culture is shaped by leadership, principles, and so on, but the reality 
is that great teachers and principals make great schools, and there’s a series 
of characteristics that great teachers and principals need to have to create 
those great schools. How do the world’s best-performing school systems 
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come out on top? We’re all struggling to do this, and some of the methods 
aren’t popular.  

How do other organizations become high-performance leaders? Do you ever 
wonder how Google is doing such an incredible job, how it continues to 
grow its market share? At Google, in its personnel office and in its 
departments, there is a “No Bozo” zone. To get hired at Google, you have 
to be incredibly smart, and they interview you like crazy to make sure you 
can get along with people and can be part of a team. So they only hire the 
absolute best and those who can work with people. In our district, we have a 
“No Bozo” zone too, but it’s a little different in that it’s based on developing 
effective instructors. We know the characteristics of effective instructors—
what they look like, how they do it—so how do we screen them, how do we 
assess them, in order to make that happen? We know that we have to have a 
system that can support the best possible instruction of every child. That’s 
why there’s a big struggle now. The Gates Foundation just gave $50 million 
to the Pittsburgh public schools because they did two things that are highly 
debated and controversial. First, they made it so that seniority won’t 
determine where you teach, meaning that some of the best teachers will be 
put into the highest poverty schools. In most school systems, as soon as 
teachers in high-poverty schools get seniority, they move out. The second 
thing they did was to create a performance-pay plan so that exceptional 
teachers will be additionally compensated. When I analyzed Google camp, I 
spoke with many incredible minds, and I asked one of the guys, “How do 
you keep people here?” He said, “Well, it’s like this. If you or a team come 
up with an idea that is extraordinary and will result in growth of the 
company and profitability, we share that profit with that individual or 
team.” One employee two years ago came up with smartapps, which is a 
way of counting the number of clicks they get all over the world, so they can 
create their ads and be able to charge proportionally what the ads are worth. 
His take for that application was $10 million. I asked, “Why would you do 
that?” He said, “Because we don’t want them to start any break-away 
companies.” So essentially they differentiate pay based on great ideas that 
improve delivery of services and improve performance as measured by 
profitability. In education, the “profit” is increased student achievement.  

As noted, it is critical that the next generation of schools use real-time data 
to achieve desired results. Studies by Wayman, Midgley, and Stringfield 
(2007) found that data use was most effective in schools where teachers 



Barker 
 

 

 
4 

 

collaborate around instruction. And data isn’t just about academic data; it’s 
about social data, about historical data, about family data—it’s about 
making those connections and links, because to achieve the desired results, 
you have to make sure all the data’s been analyzed and applied appro-
priately or you will not have the high-impact results you want. If you don’t 
analyze data properly, you can do everything right, but that one piece of 
missing data can mean all of your efforts are for naught. In education, we’re 
masters at missing that one small piece.  

“C-ing” the Future 

We all hear about the relationship between great teaching and the 
achievement gap. I grew up in public housing. When I was growing up, they 
didn’t think that I was going to have to choose between Harvard and 
Columbia to get my doctorate because there were very few people besides 
my mom, dad, and a few encouraging teachers who believed in me. An 
average teacher keeps the gap the same forever; a poor teacher makes the 
gap greater; a great teacher closes the gap. A great teacher can teach a 
student fourteen to sixteen months of work in a nine-month period. That’s 
what great teachers do. And if you have great teachers, the effects of poverty 
are equalized because these teachers figure out how to use all the data, how 
to get to know the students, and they do so very quickly. As cited in Walsh 
(2007), students who have effective teachers for three years in a row will 
score fifty points higher than students with weak teachers. So imagine the 
gains that could be made if students were guaranteed five years of effective 
teaching in a row. What are the odds of having a great teacher, one who can 
close the achievement gap, five years in a row? According to Walsh, the 
odds are 1 in 17,000. Now you understand why there’s such a push to 
change what we do and how we do it and how we impact student 
performance, because it rests with us—the professionals, the teachers, the 
administrators—to make a significant difference. As we look at this, I call it 
“C-ing” the future, because I consider the following set of skills critical for 
teachers to be successful in closing the achievement gap and helping all 
students achieve high levels:  

• Competence: Teachers need to be competent in educating the whole 
child, in terms of pedagogy and social/emotional scaffolding. 

• Content: Teachers need to know their content. 
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• Connected: Teachers need to keep up with modern technology and 
use it in their classroom. 

• Caring: No matter how brilliant they are, if teachers don’t care 
about their students, students will not improve. 

• Creativity: Teachers need to think outside the box and build a path-
way specific to each child when planning their curriculum. 

• Collaboration: Teachers need to work together. Teachers working 
in isolation fail their students and their profession. 

So you can clearly see why I refer to this as “C-ing” the future. Teachers 
need to have the content knowledge and be fully prepared to deliver it to 
their students in a meaningful way, to engage them in the learning. It takes 
this kind of teaching to produce the results we’re looking for. Soon teachers 
are going to be evaluated based on data—whether they have the content 
knowledge, achieve high standards, demonstrate civic literacy, use creativity 
through their curriculum, encourage anytime/everywhere learning.  

We need to change the way we connect with students. Christensen (2008) 
notes in Disrupting Class that by 2019, 50 percent of all high school classes 
will be offered online. Our curriculum is online, and we have a project in 
which we’re giving students laptops so that they can work 24/7. We are 
trying to do things to give students access to all kinds of information. 
Presently, for most, they come to school, and we give them a textbook, a 
teacher, and possibly a computer. No matter who you are, what you are, or 
where you come from, you can learn to understand what motivates students 
and staff. Being sensitive to diversity is a very intricate, complex part of the 
solution. And we have to become more effective listeners. We know stu-
dents are connecting via social networks—Twitter, Facebook, and so on. 
My friend’s sixteen-year-old daughter ran up an extra $265 in one month 
because she had over 5,600 texts. How can you do that in one month? They 
must get up and start texting: hello, good morning, good-bye, I’m walking, 
I’m standing, I’m sitting, I’m moving. Can we develop phone apps that use 
this engagement to create exchange among students around content, 
communication, problem solving, and so forth? Let’s use the digital natives’ 
propensity to use these technologies to promote learning around issues 
important to students. It’s a great tool for project-based learning.   
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Many schools still pass out the texts, line students in class rows, and say, 
“Isn’t this a fun way to learn?” How can we call ourselves creative educators 
and still have the most traditional-looking schools no matter where we go? 
It’s amazing how little we have progressed. We need to come up with new, 
unique ideas by thinking outside the box and use phone apps and other 
technologies to more fully engage students in their learning. There’s a 
fabulous book called The Future of Management by Gary Hamel, considered 
the most influential business speaker in America right now. The book talks 
about creativity as the single most important factor in leadership today. 
Creative leadership can become the hallmark of great teachers and adminis-
trators. Who said schools have to look one way? 

As we look toward the future, we need to continue our focus on collabora-
tion. How difficult is it to get people in a school, across the system, 
collaborating together? It’s just about impossible. We’re trained to be 
individual little silos in our classrooms and departments, and we are masters 
in our own little worlds. We have been struggling and will continue to 
struggle to get people to work together to solve complex problems and take 
responsibility. A good administrator should be a guide on the side, not a 
person with a monolithic approach to instruction in the front. Educational 
peers should come together as professionals and say, “We have to move this 
agenda.”  

Conclusion 

There’s going to be a paradigm shift over the next five to seven years in 
terms of teacher preparation, accountability, and results, and we’re going to 
see schools doing incredible things that are going to move more students to 
higher levels of performance than was once believed possible. And that’s 
going to happen because our schools are going to have the competence and 
the caring, they are going to know how to be connected, they are going  
to know about collaboration. They are going to practice the relevant 
knowledge sets so that tomorrow’s teachers and schools will be comprehen-
sively prepared professionals focusing on the outcomes of student learning. 
It’s less about what we like to think we do and more about what the students 
can actually do—that is the real measure of success. We know the kind of 
pressure we’re under—we live that on a daily basis. We used to have a three-
year rule in my district: if the scores didn’t go up in three years, we fired 
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you. I established that rule—it applied to every administrator in the district, 
including myself. Some people made it; some people didn’t. As a system, 
we’re still making progress. And the reason is that we focus on the outcomes 
of student learning. And the motivation came from when I started working 
with GE; a spreadsheet that was evaluating just one individual had seventy-
two variables on it. I realized that people need to be accountable; it’s a fact 
that we all need to embrace so we can do a better job, set higher standards, 
and demonstrate that we can be America’s competitive edge. With your 
leadership, I think this can be a “Mission Possible.”  
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