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succeeding globally: 
transforming the teaching Profession 

    he WorLd in WhiCh todaY’s students WiLL graduate is fundamentally dif-
ferent from the world in which we [adults] grew up. The quickening pace of globalization 
over the past 20 years—driven by profound technological changes, the rise of China and 
India, and the accelerating pace of scientific discovery—has produced a whole new world. 
As never before, education in the United States must prepare students for a world where 
the opportunities for success require the ability to compete and cooperate on a global 
scale. Yet a critical gap in our national ability to succeed globally is the lack of consistency 
in the quality and preparation of our nation’s teachers. Developing a world-class teacher 
and school leader workforce, equipped with the knowledge and skills to help our students 
succeed in an increasingly diverse and interconnected world, is a critical imperative for the 
nation and for higher education institutions. 

In the twentieth century, the United 
States was the world leader in the 
development of universal el-
ementary and secondary 
education and in the expan-
sion of access to higher 
education. While U.S. 
higher education is 
still widely admired 
around the world, in 
the twenty-first century 
our K–12 education sys-
tem and its students have 
been left behind. According 
to the Programme for Interna-
tional Student Assessment (PISA) 
by the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development 
(OECD), which measures student 
achievement in reading, science, and 
math, U.S. 15-year-olds ranked 14th 
among OECD member countries on 
reading, 17th in science, and 25th in 
math in 2009.1 And compared to their 
peers in other countries, U.S. students 
are far behind in their knowledge of 
world cultures, international issues, and 

foreign languages. A 2007 report from 
the National Academy of Sci-

ences warns, “The pervasive 
lack of knowledge of foreign 

cultures and languages 
threatens the security of 
the United States as well 
as its ability to compete 
in the global market-
place and to produce 
an informed citizenry.”2

Studies of countries 
whose school systems out-

perform the United States 
as well as three International 

Summits on the Teaching Pro-
fession have shown that a central 

factor in world-class educational 
performance is the quality of the 
teaching profession. High-perform-
ing countries place great emphasis on 
teachers, paying systematic attention 

to the recruitment, preparation, devel-
opment, and retention of high-quality 
teachers who can help all students meet 
the more complex demands for skills in 
the twenty-first century.3  Although we 
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can’t predict with certainty what skills the 
rapidly changing economies and societ-
ies of the twenty-first century will require, 
certain elements are clear. They will be: (1) 
science and technology-based, requiring 
scientific and technological literacy; (2) glob-
ally interdependent so that global knowledge 
and skills become a core competence; (3) 
demographically diverse so that cross-cul-
tural understanding and communication 
are critical; (4) innovation-driven, placing a 
premium on creativity and learning how to 
learn; and (5) resource-challenged, in need 
of critical thinking about sustainability. 

There is growing awareness among 
both policymakers and parents of the need 
to make our schools world-class, as well 
as increasing interest among schools in 
becoming more globally oriented. But it  
will not happen unless we transform the 
teaching profession. Despite intense atten-
tion to internationalization within higher 
education institutions, the preparation of 
teachers is typically among the least inter-
nationalized functions of U.S. college and 
university campuses.

What Higher Education 
institutions can do
Helping the next generation of students to 
succeed in today’s global context is a tre-
mendous challenge that will require the 
attention of the whole university. Univer-
sities urgently need to address the goal of 
developing a world-class teaching profes-
sion through two strategies—learning from 
international best practices and increasing 
the global competencies of teachers.

Learning from  
international best practices 
Elementary and secondary education sys-
tems that outperform the United States are 
in different parts of the world and have dif-
ferent organizational structures and cultural 
and political contexts, but they all put a cen-
tral focus on developing the highest quality 
teaching profession. The highest performing 
countries do a much better job than others 
of recruiting students from the top half of 
the academic talent pool to go into teaching, 
preparing them well, providing professional 

development, and mentoring to all new 
teachers so that they can be effective and 
retaining them in the profession. Whereas in 
too many places in the United States, teacher 
education programs have low admissions 
standards, are rated poorly by teachers for 
the preparation they provide, and their grad-
uates do not stay in the profession. 

To be sure, higher education institutions 
are not solely responsible for all aspects of 
the teaching profession. School districts, 
state governments, and teacher unions all 
play roles in issues like certification, com-
pensation, working conditions, and career 
development, for example. But higher edu-
cation institutions can play a critical role in 
establishing higher standards of entry into 
teacher preparation—raising the quality of 
preparation programs to attract able stu-
dents, and prepare them adequately for the 
challenges of today’s diverse learning envi-
ronments and the new skills needed for a 
globalized and digital world; and collaborat-
ing with school systems to get feedback on 
the success of their graduates.  

Teacher preparation programs that 
meet current international standards of 
best practice, for example, have: (1) clear, 
internationally benchmarked standards  and 
accountability for what their graduates should 
know and be able to do; (2) more emphasis 
right from the start on guided practice in 
classroom settings; (3) greater capacity by 
teachers in using inquiry and problem-solving 
methods and in incorporating information 
and communication technologies; (4) greater 
facility by teachers in using assessment and 
data to guide instruction; (5) greater under-
standing of local and global diversity; and (6) 
research and diagnostic skills to solve class-
room problems based on evidence.

Higher education’s school leadership 
programs also need to become more rigor-
ous and internationally benchmarked. Most 
countries today are devolving more author-
ity to schools to meet their increasingly 
ambitious educational goals for students. 
Hence, their universities are replacing their 
old school administration programs (whose 
quality and relevance in the United States 
have been criticized in innumerable studies) 
with programs that redefine the leadership 
responsibilities of their graduates as those 
most closely linked to improved student 
outcomes. These include setting strategic 
direction and using data to drive progress; 
developing and evaluating teachers; re-
source allocation to focus all activities on 
learning; and partnering with other insti-
tutions to ensure the development of the 
whole child.4 Close collaboration between 
universities and schools is also essential to 
the recruitment of potential school leaders 
and to provide adequate clinical training and 
mentorship to new principals.  School lead-
ers are a relatively small but pivotal group 
in moving schools toward higher achieve-
ment and in retaining effective teachers, so 
an investment in producing effective school 
leaders can yield a high rate of return. 

Just as schools of business, engineer-
ing, medicine, law, and public health follow 
international as well as domestic develop-
ments in their fields, learning from other 
countries as well as sharing the best U.S. 
experience with international colleagues, 
so do universities need to ensure that 
their colleges of education redesign their 
teacher and school leadership programs for 
the twenty-first century, informed by the 
world’s best practices.  

Increasing the  
global competencies of teachers
Few teachers today are prepared with the 
knowledge and skills to educate students for 
the new global reality. To facilitate their stu-
dents’ learning, teachers themselves need to 
become globally competent individuals, de-
fined by a task force of the Council of Chief 
State School Officers and Asia Society as 
those who “have the knowledge and skills to 
investigate the world beyond their immediate 
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Over the last few years, a number of 
institutions have made more comprehen-
sive and strategic efforts to internationalize 
their teacher education programs. Lessons 
from these pioneering institutions, as de-
scribed in the Longview Foundation report 
on Teacher Preparation for the Global Age, 
suggest that teacher preparation programs 
should be revised to ensure that:
■n The institution’s strategic vision includes 

global competence as a priority for teacher 
preparation, and standards and mechanisms 
are established to ensure that all activities 
align with that vision.
■n Admission to teacher education pro-

grams requires that students take courses 
in their freshman and sophomore years that 
help each prospective teacher to develop 
knowledge of at least one world region, 
culture, or global issue and some facility in 
a language other than English.
■n Professional education and pedagogy 

courses are infused with a global perspec-
tive to enable future teachers to address the 
global dimensions of their subject.
■n An in-depth cross-cultural experience 

is required for every pre-service teacher 
through  study or student teaching in an-
other country and/or service-learning or 
student teaching in a multicultural commu-
nity or globally focused school in the United 
States. Partnerships with other U.S. institu-
tions that have education abroad programs 
or with international partner institutions are 
useful in creating such opportunities.
■n Incentives are provided for faculty de-

velopment such as fellowships to modify 
or pilot courses, small travel grants for re-
search activities abroad that are tied to the 
institution’s strategic plan and are integrat-
ed back into the college, or through taking 
global activities into account in applications 
for promotion and tenure.
■n Programs for prospective world lan-

guage teachers are modernized to include 
research-based language pedagogy and to 
prepare more teachers for languages for 
which there is growing demand, such as 
Chinese.
■n Data are collected to assess the impact 

of these global learning opportunities on 
teachers and teaching.6
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environment, recognize their own and others 
perspectives, communicate ideas effectively 
with diverse audiences, and translate their 
ideas into appropriate actions.”5  In short, 
global competencies are “twenty-first cen-
tury skills applied to the world.” Yet too few 
teachers today have much knowledge of the 

world beyond our borders, speak a second 
language, or participate in education abroad 
programs. Some institutions have developed 
international activities aimed at prospective 
teachers, but these remain isolated events 
rather than part of an overall strategy to pro-
mote their graduates’ global competence. 
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Each institution will approach this change 
task differently and the kind of comprehensive 
internationalization described above doesn’t 
happen overnight. However, the experiences 
of pioneering institutions such as the Univer-
sity of San Diego, Miami University (in Ohio), 
University of Maryland, Michigan State Uni-
versity, Kent State University, a consortium of 
universities in New Jersey led by Rutgers and 
the University of North Carolina, to name a 
few, provide practical and different models 
of the process of internationalization. And 
NAFSA, the Longview Foundation, Global 
Teacher Education7, and Asia Society provide 
web-based resources, examples of promising 
practices, places to start, and case studies on 
institutional change from which other institu-
tions can create their own roadmaps.   

An Imperative  
for International Educators
The call for action is clear. The challenge of de-
veloping a supply of high-quality teachers to 
prepare all students with the knowledge, skills, 
and dispositions for success in an increasingly 
globalized and digital world grows ever more 
acute. As U.S. Secretary of Education Arne 
Duncan said at the second International Sum-
mit on the Teaching Profession, “With teaching 
morale low and the need to recruit about one 
million new teachers into the profession over 
the next four to six years, we must take a 
challenging situation and turn it into an oppor-
tunity for transformational change.”8  And the 
U.S. Department of Education’s first fully ar-
ticulated international agenda, issued in 2012, 
stated its main goal as increasing the global 
competencies of all U.S. students, including 
those from disadvantaged backgrounds.9 

Each institution will need to create its 
own approach toward developing a world-

class and globally competent teacher 
workforce. But for it to go beyond rheto-
ric and actually happen, it will need the 
commitment  and purposeful action of in-
ternational educators and offices across the 
institution—in arts and sciences, colleges of 
education, and institutional leadership.  

Countries around the world are making 
unprecedented changes to their education 
systems to prepare students for a very dif-
ferent world. Graduating the next generation 
of students prepared for the challenges of a 
diverse, globally interconnected world is 
imperative. It is my strong hope that inter-
national educators across higher education 
institutions in the United States will embrace 
the challenges before them and work togeth-
er toward the common goal of providing our 
prospective teachers, and therefore the next 
generation of students, with a world-class 
and globally oriented education. iE

ViViEN StEWart is senior advisor for 
education for the Asia Society and author 
of A World-Class Education: Learning 
from International Models of Excellence 
and Innovation.
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