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When the What Matters Most? report came out in 1996, it started a lot of 
conversations about the teaching profession. Fourteen years later, the 
conversations continue, but I think they’re headed in the wrong direction. 
Teaching is not just a job; it’s a profession—and we need to treat it that way.  

As I was getting a haircut recently, my barber had a surprise visit from an 
inspector, who at one point came over to check the license on the wall to 
make sure it was current. According to the inspector, there had been a recent 
surge in the number of barbershops opening up without a license, and it was 
his job to be vigilant and check them out. Upon hearing this, I thought to 
myself: What’s the worst thing that could happen if an unlicensed barber cut 
my hair? Sure, it might not look quite right, but it would grow back. And 
here was this inspector, shutting down unlicensed barbershops—some weeks 
at the rate of two or three shops a day—while we continue to knowingly put 
unlicensed adults in a classroom with some thirty to thirty-five kids. How 
can there be such a system in America?  

Many people outside of education assume that if we tinker with one piece of 
the profession, all will be different, but it’s not that simple. First, there’s 
recruitment; how do we intensify our efforts to attract as able a teacher corps 
as possible? Successful recruitment efforts attract talented teachers who meet 
high standards. I know we can’t always find exactly the right person, but we 
can never resort to just filling a position with a warm body. We also hear a 
lot about teacher preparation—that is, all of the things that we want teachers 
to know and be able to do. But what I want to know is this: How can we 
expect them to know everything they need to know before their first day in 
the classroom? Is it feasible to assume that it’s possible to cram all of that 
information into a teacher training program, or is there a continuum to the 
learning? After recruitment and preparation there’s induction and men-
toring. The process shouldn’t end when they get the job and are put in a 
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classroom; we need to find a way to make these people successful. We lose 
so many teachers because they just don’t receive what they need in those 
first three to five years.  

The final piece is evaluation, which is in a very appalling place right now. I 
talk to many people about the purpose of teacher evaluation. The exact 
language in the Arizona statute was this: “The purpose of teacher evaluation 
is for the improvement of instruction.” Now, if that really were your purpose, 
would you design a system in which an evaluator observes a classroom once 
a year for all of fifteen minutes? That kind of system only serves to weed out 
the few truly incapable teachers. So what is the real purpose of teacher 
evaluation? To me, it is inextricably linked with building that teaching 
professional through feedback and mentoring and whatever else is needed.  

Professional Development—Career-Long Learning 

If there’s not an actual system for professional development in place, new 
teachers are pretty much on their own. The lucky ones will happen to find a 
mentor—perhaps across the hall or in their department, someone who helps 
them through not only that first year but the following four. But that kind of 
professional development should not be random; it should be part and parcel 
of the teacher evaluation system—and that means for one’s whole career. 
Why should a teacher stop learning? Teach for America is a wonderful 
organization that recruits new college graduates to commit to teaching in 
urban and rural public schools for two years. This is a highly laudable 
concept, but I think the business plan is flawed. How can you build a 
profession based on a two-year system? When you go to a law firm, do you 
ask for the newest associate or a partner? When you go to the hospital, do 
you hope for an intern or a doctor? The same is true for plumbers, 
electricians, carpenters, and so on. In a profession, you grow and you build. 
Teachers need to take pride in what they’re doing. I’ve heard of teachers 
standing in front of their classroom and saying to students, “Don’t be a 
teacher.” What kind of a message does that send? How can you expect 
students to believe in what you’re giving them if you tell them that what you 
do isn’t important? And how can we recruit teachers if today’s students 
aren’t being inspired by their teachers? We need to build this profession into 
something about which teachers can feel proud.  
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Content knowledge is also changing; there’s a whole area of technology 
information that teachers must know to build the skills that students need—
critical thinking, problem solving, creativity, information literacy—and 
bring it to life in their classrooms. Things have really changed. Early in my 
career, an evaluation consisted of a videotape of me teaching a lesson to an 
empty classroom. Back then, it seems the profession of teaching was more 
about the presentation of information than its actual impact. The videotape 
could show if I presented well, but if they wanted to know whether I was 
effective as a teacher, they should have videotaped the faces of my students 
to see whether they were listening to and understanding me or floating out 
there somewhere in la-la land. As we change what we expect teachers to 
know and be able to do, we need to build that kind of evaluation into it.  

Systems Change  

In the years that followed 1983’s A Nation at Risk, there was incredible 
activity across America in terms of education “reform,” and the National 
Education Association (NEA) was very much involved in it. We had what 
we called learning laboratories; we had an annual conference on the 
challenge of change; we brought in school boards, administrators, and 
teacher leaders to ask and debate the question, How do we change schools? 
In hindsight, one of my mentors—a staff person at NEA—described what 
we did as building campfires of excellence all over America, when what we 
actually needed was a brushfire. Now that’s a good visual for me. As every 
good Scout knows, when you build a campfire, it should not spread. If you 
want to change the system, you need a brushfire that will spread throughout 
the system. At NEA, we’ve been working since 2003 with Dr. Daniel Kim—
cofounder of the Society for Organizational Learning at MIT and a leader in 
the field of systems thinking. Dr. Kim ran the Pegasus Conference for a 
dozen years and has worked with the Singapore government for the last 
fifteen. Under the premise that you can’t change a larger system without you 
first changing, we started looking at systems change within our organiza-
tion, and it has been an interesting and a powerful journey in learning.  
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One of the most enlightening moments for me was when Dr. Kim said, “No 
system can produce what it’s not designed to produce.” So if you don’t like 
what the system is producing, it’s not a people problem; you need to change 
the system. What troubles me about this systems theory is that we have a 
public education system in this country that was designed many years ago. 
So the fundamental question becomes, Is the purpose of the system today 
the same as it was when it was first designed—and, if not, what is its current 
purpose? Is it really just to produce students who can do well on bubble tests 
in math and reading, or is there some higher purpose for our public 
education system in America? The dropout rate in this country doesn’t 
fluctuate like the Dow Jones Industrial Average. It’s been pretty constant for 
the last twenty to twenty-five years: about 25 to 30 percent of students don’t 
graduate from high school with their class, although some do finish later or 
earn GEDs. For those who never get a diploma, how can they have any 
hope of achieving the American Dream, owning a home, raising a family, or 
aspiring to more education or greater achievements? And yet that system is 
tolerated in America—the richest, most powerful nation in the world. If only 
70 percent of lightbulbs worked properly, we’d be upset. But we have a 
system that will only graduate about 70 percent of students—our most 
valuable resource—on time, and we have let it go for all these years.  

So it’s not simply reform that we need—not changing this piece or that 
piece, not blaming this group or that group—but figuring out how to 
transform a system and design it to deliver different results. We need to 
empower people to grab the reins and start working to accomplish that. The 
3.2 million members of NEA are dedicated to advancing public education—
their passion is there, every single day. We just need to figure out the best 
way to apply it, to allow them to use their commitment to make life different 
for students in a way that they believe is meaningful. This is a positive time 
in education. The Race to the Top program and School Improvement 
Grants are focusing on the bottom five thousand underperforming schools, 
in which far too many students fall by the wayside. We cannot tolerate this 
for another five years. We as a nation must do something about it—not just 
the federal government or the states or the school boards or the teachers or 
the principals or the parents but all of us. We need to transform the system.  
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20-20 Vision 

It’s hard to get people to look into the future of education and visualize 
fifteen years from now. For high school students, long-range planning is 
Saturday night; short term is today. As adults we’re not a whole lot better at 
it. But we can think about K–12, something we’re all familiar with. We were 
all students, as well as our sons, daughters, nieces, nephews, friends, and 
neighbors. In January 2007, I started thinking about the trajectory of the 
class of 2020. These students started kindergarten in the fall of 2007, and so 
they’re in second grade right now. Although I can’t predict what will happen 
to any one of those students a month from now, next week, or even 
tomorrow, I can tell you within two percentage points what will happen by 
2020—how many will drop out, how many will commit suicide, how many 
will be incarcerated, how many will be teen parents—because it doesn’t 
change that much from year to year. If we want different results, something 
must change. A quote attributed equally to Benjamin Franklin and Albert 
Einstein says that the definition of insanity is to do the same thing over and 
over and expect different results. If we want the class of 2020 to experience a 
different outcome, we must change things—and we cannot wait until 2015 
to do it. It does no good for a first- or second-grade teacher to be able to 
predict which of his or her students won’t make it out of high school if we 
can’t step in and alter that outcome. This discussion is about much more 
than what teachers ought to know and be able to do; it’s about building a 
profession and honoring that profession. I’m insulted by those who believe 
that anyone with a degree in math can do what I do in a classroom. If that 
were true, then anyone could teach first grade—the math problems are 
pretty simple and the spelling words are very basic. The idea that profes-
sional knowledge and skills are a bonus rather than a necessity is part of the 
reason why our results are totally predictable, and we cannot tolerate this in 
America anymore. For me, it all comes down to what we’re going to do 
now. Will next Monday be different, or the Monday after that? This will be 
the test: whether or not we use everything we have to ensure that the future 
is not predetermined but the result of what we choose together to do 
differently to build a public school system that serves America and all of its 
students.  
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