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Rationale of the Recommendation: 
 
Since the turn of the century, extensive and growing bodies of research in multiple fields have 
posited the existence of an ideological paradigm shift in P-12 public education, as well as the 
need for stakeholders in the United States to adjust their practices, accordingly.  However, in 
2011, we are still in the midst of a great education paradox: an incongruence between how we 
measure school, teacher, and student success, and what we know to be true about the cognitive 
abilities one needs to thrive in the 21st century, and about the learning process, in general.  The 
American school system must embrace the call for its evolution and take the necessary steps for 
the creation of student-centered learning environments. 
 
Acknowledgement of the time- and performance-based nature of learning and the need for 
project-based school experiences that take students beyond the walls of their classrooms has 
culminated in the identification of a crucial new skill set: “the four Cs,” or creativity/innovation; 
critical thinking/problem-solving; communication; collaboration.  During an era when 
information is available in excess and knowledge is constantly in flux, these abilities—hallmarks 
of a productive and educated 21st-century citizenry—are now regarded as equally important to 
the “three Rs” of the modern-era’s education system: reading; writing; arithmetic.  Prominent 
thought leaders increasingly familiar to the general public, including Daniel Pink, Sir Ken 
Robinson, and Tony Wagner, paint compelling pictures through their writing of the globalized, 
design-centered economy and its associated imperatives for public education reform. 
 
A 10-month scholarly examination of education policy and practice in Pennsylvania, through 
fellowship in the Commonwealth’s Education Policy Fellowship Program (EPFP), reveals new 
opportunities for fostering discussion about the preparation of kids for life in the 21st century.  
At the local level of school administration, where a majority of critical decisions are made in 
Pennsylvania education, conversations must begin about how schools are meeting the needs of 
new generations of learners.  Only through these intimate examinations of the 21st-century skills 
will the possibility of effective policy emerge.  Significant areas for policy reform that could 
ensure equity of and access to better learning environments include: sufficient technologies in 
classrooms; flexible academic schedules; experiential learning opportunities in communities; 
relevant and rigorous career preparation programs. 
 
Currently, the State Board of Education, in Chapter 4.13 of the Pennsylvania Code, mandates 
district-level preparation of a “strategic plan,” which must be produced every six years.  The 
strategic plan represents the formative intentions of a district to envision and carry forth 
innovative ideas that apply to all areas of its schools’ operations.  In the form of regulation, the 
state provides frameworks for the language a district must record and submit to the 
Pennsylvania Department of Education--an agency of state government--which expresses the 
district’s intent for all aspects of its services.  Additionally, the district is provided with a 
characterization of a thought-group, with which it must consult at the local level, in order to 
effectively develop the strategic plan.  A common understanding in the Pennsylvania public 
school community of major areas for strategic planning includes: implementation of the 
Pennsylvania Academic Standards and their associated assessment practices; professional 
development initiatives; technology resources; teacher induction; student services; special 
education initiatives. 
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The Recommendation: 
 
A specific amendment to the language of the Pennsylvania Code is advisable, pertaining to 
“strategic plans”—as per the text, below—in order to promote effective dialogue, at the district 
level, about the state’s obligation to meet the myriad needs of a new generation of public 
school learners, including: students; teachers; administrators; community leaders.  Improved 
policy will ensure that strategic planning process accounts for the aforementioned paradigm 
shift in public education.  Through the collaborative process of defining, critically, the local 
meaning and relevance of the established 21st-century skills, a diverse committee of community 
stakeholders in school districts should naturally invest in the activities of their local policymaking 
systems.   
 
With the ultimate goal of creating public school environments in which young learners thrive, 
the following modest changes and additions to Pennsylvania regulation establish solid policy 
parameters within which real-world problem-solving can thrive. 
 
 
Current Language in Pennsylvania Code: 
 
Currently, the Pennsylvania Code (22 Pa. Code§ 4.13) includes regulations mandating, for all 
Pennsylvania school districts, the creation and contents of strategic plans.  Significant portions 
of this section of the Code as the relate to this Policy Report include subsections a; b; c; d. 
(http://www.pacode.com/secure/data/022/chapter4/s4.13.html) 

(a)  Every school district (including a charter school) shall develop and file with the 
Department a strategic plan once every 6 years and review that plan for revision at 
the mid-point according to an implementation schedule developed by the 
Department. The Department will notify each school district, by letter, of the due 
date for submission of the school district’s plan to the Department at least 1 
calendar year prior to its due date. A school district plan must incorporate 
appropriate components of the plan submitted under subsection (b) by an AVTS in 
which the district participates. In the development of a strategic plan, a school 
district (including a charter school) will, upon request, receive technical assistance 
from the Department.  (22 Pa. Code§ 4.13 a) 

(b)  Every AVTS, in conjunction with and with the approval of the majority of its 
participating school districts, shall develop and file with the Department a strategic 
plan once every 6 years and review that plan at the mid-point according to an 
implementation schedule developed by the Department. The Department will 
notify each AVTS, by letter, of the due date for submission of the AVT’s plan to the 
Department at least 1 calendar year prior to its due date. The strategic plan must 
incorporate appropriate components of the strategic plan submitted under 
subsection (a) by participating districts. In the development of the strategic plan, an 
AVTS will, upon request, receive technical assistance from the Department.  (22 Pa. 
Code§ 4.13 b) 

(c)  The strategic plan must be based upon an analysis of internal and external 
needs, leading to the specifications of priorities for action and action plans. The 

http://www.pacode.com/secure/data/022/chapter4/s4.13.html
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requirement in subsections (a) and (b) to develop plans every 6 years and revisions 
every 3 years does not limit a school district’s (including charter schools) or AVTS’s 
ability to conduct a continuous strategic planning process. The plan must include 
the following components in addition to others the school district (including 
charter schools) or AVTS determines to include:  (22 Pa. Code§ 4.13 c) 

[…] 

(d)  Strategic plans, the 6-year plan, mid-term review report, annual updates and 
other revisions to the plan, shall be developed through active participation by 
parents, students, school directors, teachers, school administrators, other school 
personnel and business and community representatives. Teacher representatives 
shall be chosen by teachers and administrative representatives shall be chosen by 
the administrative personnel; and school director representatives shall be chosen 
by the board of the school district or AVTS.  (22 Pa. Code§ 4.13 d) 

 
Proposed Amendments to Language of Pennsylvania Code: 
 
The recommendation to the Pennsylvania State Board of Education is to amend portions of the 
subsections, as follows.  The words formatted in bold represent newly proposed language, and 
the words struck-through should be eliminated. 
 

(c)  The strategic plan must be based upon an analysis of internal and external 
needs, leading to the specifications of priorities for action and action plans, all of 
which shall be determined after an appropriate group of internal and external 
stakeholders have defined the local meaning and relevance, for the district, of 
each of the four major skills for 21st-century learning: creativity/innovation; 
communication; critical thinking/problem solving; collaboration.  The 
requirement in subsections (a) and (b) to develop plans every 6 years and revisions 
every 3 years does not limit a school district’s (including charter schools) or AVTS’s 
ability to conduct a continuous strategic planning process. The plan must include 
the following 14 components, the contents of which shall be reflected in the 
school environments and daily experiences of the district’s students, teachers, 
and personnel.  Others additional components may be added by districts 
(including charter schools) or AVTS, as they determine necessary.s, to include:  
Each of the following 14 components of the plan must include a description of its 
alignment with the local definition of each of the four 21st-century skills: in 
addition to  
 
[…] 
 
(d)  Strategic plans, the 6-year plan, the mid-term review report, annual updates, 
and other revisions to the plan--as well as the preliminary definitions of the local 
meaning and relevance of the four major 21st-century skills--shall be developed 
through active participation by members of a strategic planning committee.  The 
committee shall be comprised of stakeholders including, but not limited to, by 
parents, students, school directors, teachers, school administrators or other school 
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personnel, and business leaders, and community representatives.  Teacher 
representatives shall be chosen by teachers and administrative representatives 
shall be chosen by the administrative personnel; school director representatives 
shall be chosen by the board of the school district or AVTS; business and 
community representatives shall be chosen by the committee.  After definition of 
the local meaning and relevance of the 21st century skills, and prior to production 
of the strategic plan, the committee will consult directly a representative from 
the district’s local Workforce Investment Board (WIB) for guidance in the 
production of the strategic plan.  

 
 
Outcomes: 
 
On Tuesday, May 3, writers of this proposal visited the offices of the Pennsylvania State Board of 
Education and met with the Board’s Assistant Director, Karen Molchanow.  Molchanow received 
the recommendations enthusiastically, she offered extensive and valuable questions 
contributing to the growth of the proposal, and she requested the submission of a policy report 
in the form of a letter, addressed to her attention, which will be submitted to members of the 
State Board of Education for consideration. 
 
Although the recommendations constitute a mere beginning to a range of potential new policies 
in Pennsylvania, they do have the potential to incite promising discussions at the local level to 
inform short-term practice without imposing extensive financial burden on school districts.  In 
this time of fiscal distress, Pennsylvanians must come together and establish a lexicon 
supporting proven strategies that serve 21st-century kids across traditional divides. 


