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Preparing Teachers for Global Instruction 

Yong Zhao 

I want to share with you what I think is the best idea in teacher education 
ever. I want to create a teacher evaluation system in the form of a reality TV 
show. The show is called So You Think You Can Teach. The basic idea is that 
there’ll be a list of concepts—science, math, literacy, art—that contestants 
will choose from. Anyone can apply to be a contestant; I will interview 
candidates and select five for each episode. There will be three student 
panelists, who will sit in front of Skype or some other video-conferencing 
technology, and in front of the students will be three lights, like traffic lights: 
yellow, red, and green. Each contestant will get twenty minutes to teach, 
and every five minutes, a student will get to judge by pressing one of the 
buttons. If it’s yellow, it means the contestant can go on but must exercise 
caution. If it’s green, it means the contestant can go on teaching. If it’s red, it 
means the contestant is really boring and has to get off. I’m going to compile 
this and then try to publish on YouTube. I may become a big star next year, 
you never know.  

In all seriousness, though, this idea touches on a lot of the issues we’re 
facing today in the global education arena, the first of which has to do with 
teacher quality and global competitiveness. Everybody is worried about the 
global competitiveness of their students. And globally, everyone is talking 
about teacher quality as well. In the United States right now, we are hearing 
a lot about Finland, Singapore, and Shanghai, China. I was recently in 
Melbourne, Australia, for a big international meeting, with representatives 
from Shanghai, Hong Kong, Singapore, and Korea, to talk about similar 
issues. How do we prepare our students to be globally competitive? In 
essence, everybody is trying to beat everybody else. This is very hard for me, 
because as a Chinese living in America, I don’t want China to beat the 
United States, and I don’t want the United States to beat China. Therefore, 
I’m looking for a way to avoid this business completely, meaning no 
competition. 
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We hear so much about how teachers are the most important factor in the 
system and how we need to measure their effectiveness, but what does that 
effectiveness actually mean? In other words, what makes one globally 
competitive? To answer this, we must first ask, what really matters in 
education? How do we know if a teacher is making a difference in the things 
that actually matter? We could be measuring things that really don’t matter. 
A good example of this is found in the oft-cited 2003 data that says that 
students in the United States always score lower in mathematics than do 
students in Asian countries—especially in the East Asian countries of 
Singapore, Korea, Japan, and now China. We hear every day that American 
education is in decline, as our secretary of education likes to talk about. I 
can assure you that that’s not true. Why? Because American education has 
always been bad. It’s never been number one, and it cannot get any worse 
from how it was in 2003. Actually, if we go back to data from the 1960s and 
the First International Mathematics Study, United States seniors ranked 
twelfth out of twelve countries, which to me is extremely bad. In the 1970s 
and 1980s, it was the same. So for the 2003 TIMSS assessment, the United 
States was very nervous. 

This particular assessment contains a set of effective domain questions that 
act as a sort of confidence score, for example: “Do you think you can do 
mathematics well?” “How do you like math?” “Would you want to pursue 
math?” These results were very surprising, in that we had American students 
who didn’t actually know much math, at least indicated by their scores, but 
were confident nonetheless. And they believed that they knew the material, 
that they could do it. Now, if this data were typical, you would see the 
positive correlation between high confidence and high scores. But the 
TIMSS results didn’t turn out this way. As you know, the United States 
interpreted this data as meaning that our students do not have the right 
mathematics skills, with the cause being that teachers worry too much about 
their students’ confidence. Our kids are too happy to have good scores. 
That’s serious. So number one, our students don’t know how bad they are 
compared to students in other countries. Therefore, they are happy and 
confident. Number two, our teachers worry too much about our kids’ 
feelings. When a math student says 1 + 1 = 3, the teacher in America will 
say, “That’s a very interesting answer, Mary; can you say more about that?” 
You wouldn’t hear that kind of response in Asian countries. But Asians 
interpret this data in a very different way. If you go to Singapore or Hong 
Kong, they would say that students’ confidence has been ruined by the test 
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scores, and they believe confidence is much more important than test scores. 
Therefore, they’re trying to lower their math requirements. Singapore has 
reduced its math content by one-third since 1997. These countries are also 
sending people to come study in the United States, where American students 
are so creative that 1 + 1 = 3 is an interesting answer. This dichotomy 
represents something fascinating about teacher effectiveness. In the United 
States right now, a lot of our focus is on trying to get the content knowledge 
right. In the Asian countries, there is a lot more focus on figuring out how to 
improve creativity, student confidence, and student’s overall well-being. 

Do we have teacher effectiveness in those domains? So that’s really number 
one about being globally competitive: What makes one competitive, and 
how do you prepare teachers to produce globally competitive students in 
areas that would matter? 

The other question has to do with the quality of teacher education. In the 
United States, we have been criticizing American public education for a 
long time, in terms of its too-broad curriculum, easy workload, and lesser 
standards, but if you go to Asia, American-style international schools are 
mushrooming. So if you’re a teacher in the United States and you can’t find 
a job, go to Hong Kong, to Singapore, to China. They actually need a lot of 
American teachers. And this same thing is happening in the Middle East to 
a certain degree—in Abu Dhabi, Dubai, and Egypt. This is why I’ve come 
to the conclusion that American-style education is liked by everybody except 
Americans.  

A lot of the teachers who work with international schools are not really 
prepared to teach in an international context. A lot of them move around 
and are living in very isolated areas. I’ve been very curious about how these 
teachers perform in these areas while preserving their Americanness. If you 
look at the global education trade, American-style education is getting 
popular in Asia, but many Americans are importing Asian math including 
the different style of education taught in Kumon centers. What we are 
seeing here is that different education philosophies, different pedagogical 
approaches, are now crossing national boundaries. Therefore it’s very likely 
that we are going to see specialization of teaching in the different areas. So 
going back to the question of what matters. Maybe we are moving toward 
differentiation in education. Do we need to prepare teachers of varying 
specialties and varying styles? Do we need to label them not just “American 
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teacher” but “American tough teacher” or “American soft teacher”? 
“Results-based teacher” or “more caring teacher”? Can we have all of them?  

The other part of this involves the quality of teachers for immigrant students, 
and I don’t mean “immigrant” in the traditional way. Students are 
increasingly becoming commodities. In the United States, many colleges 
love international students, especially from China, because they pay out-of-
state tuition. But at the same time, we are seeing an influx of international 
students at the K–12 levels. These students have always come to our 
independent schools, but it is now expanding to our public schools. I know 
there are many public schools trying to import Chinese students to help 
them meet adequate yearly progress because they do test better, but there are 
other purposes, such as financial reasons. Are we preparing our educators, 
teachers, and school administrators to handle these international students? 
They come and bring their culture with them, which is of course very 
different. We don’t have any requirements. If they began to enroll in our 
public schools, would they be considered our responsibility as well? As I 
said, these students are increasingly being thought of as commodities. There 
are countries, such as Australia, that are making a business out of it. They 
go to other countries to recruit students; international students pay tens of 
thousands of dollars to attend these schools. Maybe that’s a good idea. 
Perhaps we should be developing a specific international branch for learning 
how to teach cross-culturally. Teaching this way requires very different 
skills, and there are advantages to helping with that.  

The other piece has to do with technology, which is my area. Most teacher 
certification has to do with teaching within walls of the classroom. We 
haven’t figured out what makes an effective online teacher. I’ve done 
research on this for the last twenty-some years, and I can say that it’s 
definitely different. A lot of people say that online teaching shouldn’t save 
money but should actually be more expensive. There cannot be one great 
teacher who is going to teach 20,000 students. Besides being impossible, one 
of the factors identified in distance learning is interaction—between 
students, and between students and teachers, which is extremely important. 
I’m launching a system called Oba—a network of online teaching and 
learning tools that will change how we think about teaching. The name Oba 
comes from the word “global,” symbolizing its place as the heart of global. 
Oba will give access to schools around the world to have online teaching 
systems, at a very low price. As a result, a school can offer online courses, 
but teachers can jump in on any online course, and students can offer online 
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courses as well, which is a big change, because most of the time, those 
systems have been closed. So a school in Illinois, for example, could have its 
students taking courses offered by a school in China, and vice versa. This 
will truly become a global online swapping of resources. Up till now, virtual 
schools have dominated online education. Now existing schools will be able 
to do it. Imagine if in your school, you need a Spanish teacher; where would 
you go—to your neighboring district or to Spain? We are going to have 
hundreds of schools from China, England, the UK, Australia, and the 
United States signed onto it, and we may expand to thousands of schools 
very quickly. This presents tremendous challenges to today’s teachers, as 
most teachers right now do not know how to teach online.  

The next thing has to do with our existing classrooms. There is a lot in the 
news about how technology has not made a significant difference in our 
classrooms. The real reason for that is that we basically have teachers 
replicating the functions of technology, making the technology redundant. 
Education has not gone through the realignment and differentiation of 
functions as other businesses have. Once we can check in our flights online, 
we don’t need our secretaries to check in for us. But we’re still sending a 
man to do a machine’s job. As Agent Smith said in The Matrix, “Never send 
a human to do a machine’s job.” For technology to be truly powerful, we 
need to analyze the process of teaching and learning to make it possible to 
understand what technology does better, what teachers do better, and to 
realign the process.  

Finally, we need to establish new areas of teaching, which has not been 
done very well in the past. Our students need to learn world languages. We 
currently have a lot of teachers in traditional languages, but there’s not 
enough in the less commonly taught languages, such as Mandarin and 
Arabic. Where do we find them? I’m currently working with the Chinese to 
be able to do online teacher preparation of Chinese teachers inside China, 
after which we can bring them over and offer online courses to schools in 
the United States and other countries. The reason for doing it this way is 
that it’s much easier to teach someone how to teach—which is, of course, 
never easy—than trying to prepare them to speak Mandarin from the 
beginning in the United States. This again presents new challenges—
institutional, historical, and stylistic. In the future, we’ll need to be 
innovative in coming up with new subjects to prepare our students to 
compete globally.  



Zhao 
 

 
8 
 

Globalization presents tremendous challenges but, at the same time, a lot 
more opportunities for us to rethink teacher effectiveness, in terms of what 
they teach, how they teach, where they teach, with whom they teach, and 
what tools they might use to teach. All of these things may represent new 
challenges when we work toward reforming our educational system to 
prepare our kids to be globally competitive. 


