
   Twenty years ago Jack Skillet, dean of Emporia State 
University’s College of Education at the time, issued 
a challenge to faculty at a beginning of the year meet-
ing: how could the best and brightest high school stu-
dents in Kansas be recruited into, or at least consider, 
a teaching career?
   With initial backing from Stu Ervay, then-execu-
tive director of the Jones Institute for Educational 
Excellence, and $10,000 “seed money” from ESU 
President Robert Glennen, the Summer Academy for 
Future Teachers was created to answer Skillett’s chal-
lenge.  The following year, the R.D. and Joan Dale 
Hubbard Foundation gave generous financial support 
for the program, and began a 10-year relationship as 
underwriters for what became known as the Hubbard 
Future Teacher Academy.  This was in honor of Joan 
Dale Hubbard, a graduate in elementary education of 
what was then Kansas State Teachers College.

   For five days each summer, approximately 50 
students gather for an intense week of activities aimed 

at helping them 
better understand 
what teachers do 
and whether they 
have the potential 
for meeting this 
professional chal-
lenge. 
   Over the years 
the academy has 
seen more than 

900 high school students come to the ESU campus 
to meet, live, eat, learn, and teach – and hopefully go 
home with some insights about their possible future 
careers.
   “I was 95 percent sure I was going to be a teacher,” 
said Tiffany Nickel, a member of the first academy. 
Now a special education teacher at Jackson Elemen-
tary in Wichita, Nickel recalled what it was like to be 

a teenager coming to a college campus. “It was a great 
opportunity to be on a college campus, to not be so 
afraid,” she said. “The opportunity to meet with peers 
who were like-minded and interested in education, 
the power to be in charge – to see boys interested in 
becoming teachers! – to give a lesson and assignment 
and be realistic as to the stuff you would encounter as 
a teacher.”
   Willie Schmelzle, a 1994 attendee, was one of those 
rare boys interested in education.  Although his inter-
est was sparked by a teacher when he was in fourth 
grade, “The other KFTA participants, the speakers, 
presenters, leaders, etc. just cemented the fact that 
teaching was for me,” Schmelzle said. “I know that 
teaching is one of those professions where it's a good 
idea to REALLY know whether or not it's for you.....if 
you don't love it, you shouldn't do it.”
   That drive and determination is the very thing 
Stephanie Gagnebin, a 1993 attendee, uses now that 
she is 10 years into her teaching career. She remem-
bers a lunch she had with Dr. Tes Mehring during the 
academy, “She talked about teaching. She talked a lot 
about the drive to stick with it, through good times 
and bad, and staying true to the vision.”
   Gagnebin said Mehring – now ESU’s provost and 
vice president of academic affairs and student life 
– advised her to make a poster of her first class of 
students, and to put it on her residence hall door, 
some place where she could see it often, “To remem-
ber why I’m here.” Gagnebin said the poster served 
her well. “When things got tough in Phase One and 
Phase Two, it really helped.” Gagnebin kept the poster, 
which now hangs in her current classroom at Shawnee 
Mission North High School.
   The academy – now called the Kansas Future 
Teacher Academy – had its vision blocked in 2001 
when the Hubbard Foundation stopped funding the 
academy. “It was a shock. I think everybody was pretty 
nervous,” said Dr. Scott Waters, the current director of 
the academy. “We were so grateful the Kansas legisla-
ture saw the value of the program.”
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Did you attend KFTA?
Let the FTA know 

what you are do-
ing now. Visit www.
emporia.edu/jones/
kfta/alumni-survey.
htm. 

Sharing the Vision

Familiar Faces
While some faculty of the 
academy have come and 
gone, below are names and 
faces of long-serving academy 
faculty KFTA alumni may be 
familiar with.

Dr. Tara Azwell

Dr. Harvey Foyle

Dr. Larry Lyman

Dr. Scott Waters

Dr. Jean Morrow

continued on page 6

The 1989 academy attendees pose in front of the Dobbs School on the ESU campus.
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   Waters said KFTA is working on collecting data to determine how 
effective it has been in fulfilling the question Skillett asked all those years 
ago – is the academy getting the best and the brightest high school stu-
dents interested in a career in education? And are they staying in Kansas?
   “We’ve always done pre- and post-academy surveys to see how the stu-
dents’ perceptions about college, education, and teaching have changed 
over the course of the week,” Waters said. “In more recent years, we’ve 
started gathering data on the KFTA alumni, but it is time-intensive work 
to track down two decades worth of students – especially when most of 
them were unmarried young women when they attended…For the most 
part, all we have is the address they were living at when they were in high 
school.” 
   “Of the limited amount of research we’ve done, we’ve found academy 
attendees who continued their education were pretty evenly divided 
among Kansas universities,” said Terri Weast, who is coordinating the 
data collection. “Most people who have responded are in education, and 
most are still living in Kansas. There are several who have taken time 
out of their careers to raise children and either returned to teaching, are 
home-schooling or running day cares, or have continued with a career in 
education, but they’re not in a classroom.”
   Waters said over the years two constants among attendees have been 
identified: most are young women – only 20% of attendees have been 

male – and each class is evenly di-
vided in their interest of going into 
primary or secondary education.

   For the last eight years, the KFTA 
has been held at two locations 
– Emporia State and Dodge City 
Community College – and during 
different weeks in the summer.
   “The goal of the academy is to ex-
pose high school students in Kansas 
to the rewards of the teaching pro-
fession,” Waters said. “Having two 
locations allows students to benefit 
from this exciting opportunity with-
out having to drive great distances 
or due to scheduling conflicts.”

   In 2005, the KFTA was able to fulfill a long-time goal of hosting 
“mini” future teacher academies: one-day sessions for middle-school aged 
students. Due to the lack of representation of minority groups in the 
teaching profession, these target students in minority groups. 
   Students are selected from school districts and brought to the ESU 
campus for the day. School districts participating annually include 
Emporia, Topeka, and Wichita. Most of the summer academy faculty 
members participate in these one-day events.
   “I think we could do four times as many with the number of districts 
contacting us that are interested in participating,” Waters said. But, due 
to the faculty’s regular teaching duties for the university, scheduling more 
would be difficult.
   The mini-KFTA sessions focus on middle school-aged students, and 
the program began only four years ago. For those reasons, Waters said 

no information has been collected on the college and career plans of 
students who have attended the mini-academies.
   The KFTA is not just reaching into Kansas middle schools. This year, 
the academy is joining with the National Teachers Hall of Fame to take 
the mission on the road. With over a million teachers retiring, leading 
experts predict the U.S. will need more than two million new teachers 
within the next decade.
   The U.S. Department of Education has provided funding for a joint 
effort by the KFTA and NTHF to offer one-day academies to high 
school students in three states outside of Kansas. 
   “For the last few years we’ve been able to have new Hall of Fame 
inductees meet with our (KFTA) 
students since the induction events 
have been during the KFTA week,” 
Waters said. “Now we’re able to send 
a couple of academy faculty to each of 
these venues. They, along with NTHF 
members from the area, will meet 
with 100-300 high school students to 
spread the word about the rewards of 
being a teacher and learn about other careers in education.”
   These events will take place March 6 at Northwestern State University 
in Natchitoches, Louisiana; March 26 at Bridgewater State College in 
Bridgewater, Massachusetts; and April 17 at Black Hills State University 
in Spearfish, South Dakota.
   “Our objective is to showcase the teaching profession on the regional 
and national levels,” said Waters. Drawing on students from diverse 
populations and minority groups, and with the reputation of Hall of 
Fame members and faculty from the nationally acclaimed Teachers Col-
lege at ESU, Waters is hoping the experience entices more students into 
teaching careers. 

   So, knowing what they know now, what would KFTA alumni tell a 
high school student who is either interested in education, or isn’t sure of 
which career path to pursue?
   “If a student is unsure about whether or not to pursue a career in 
education, KFTA is for them because it gives an honest, heart-felt look at 
the world of education,” said Schmelzle. “Even if they decide that teach-
ing is not their calling, they will still walk away with experiences that 
provide them with respect for the exciting journey that is teaching.”
   “If I were a student today, I wouldn’t hesitate to apply,” said Nickel. “It 
is one of those rare diamonds that you find.”

Expanding the Mission

Kansas Future Teacher Academy Turns 20

KFTA's 20th year
The 2009 KFTA will 
be held June 14-18 at 
Emporia State Univer-
sity and June 6-13 at 
Dodge City Communi-
ty College. Applications 
are available online 
from www.emporia.
edu/jones and from 
high school counselors. 
The application dead-
line is March 20. 

Looking Back

Looking for 
Alumni Notes?

Alumni Notes will be in the next edition of The Teachers College Newsletter this 
summer. The print edition will be mailed to more than 18,000 alumni.

Middles school students examine the idea of what it means to be a teacher at a mini academy.
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