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How can state policy support school reform efforts that create learning 

environments relevant to the social, economic, and global workforce realities of 

the 21st century? 

Policy Statement: 

The demands of the 21st century have caused many educators and community partners to rethink and 

redefine the outcomes desired for today’s students. This redefinition of expectations will require the 

creation of a K-12 system that will improve learning, achievement and specific competencies with a 

relentless focus on the results that matter in the 21st century.  For many students, schools are not 

working and the accountability practices and expectations must be updated to prepare students for the 

requirements of the modern world. Twenty-first century skills should be fully integrated into the 

teaching and learning of the entire school curriculum— updating and refocusing core subjects, not as an 

add-on subject area — and then assessed within this context. (Results that Matter, 2006) 

It is our belief that education policy must integrate 21st century skills (e.g., critical thinking, problem 

solving, technology literacy, global awareness and/or civic literacy) into policies that support student 

content mastery. Areas of policy development include the following actions: 

 Create a statewide public education campaign to inform students, parents and educators on the 

importance and economic imperative of integrating 21st century skills into high school 

education. 

 Incorporate 21st century skills into state standards and assessments and ensure alignment exists 

between these standards and assessments. 

 Build 21st century skills into existing state-mandated high school graduation requirements.  

 Modify teacher and administrative certification requirements to emphasize the incorporation of 

21st century skills in every core subject. 

 Provide state funding for 21st century skills research and development, as well as professional 

development for teachers. (Results that Matter, 2006) 

Introduction: 

In today’s ever-changing, fast-paced global society, the skills necessary to be responsible, productive and 

resourceful citizens are different from what they were just a few short years ago.  By the time they leave 

high school, students in the United States should be prepared for citizenship, work and post-secondary 

education.  Traditional metrics of student success are still important; however, the infusion of an 

additional set of skills and knowledge is necessary for success beyond high school.  Business leaders are 

asking for a new type of graduate, one who is able to identify problems and create solutions quickly.  

Today’s graduates need to be critical thinkers, problem solvers and effective communicators who are 

proficient in both core subjects and new, 21st century content and skills.  These 21st century skills 

include learning and thinking skills, information and communications technology (ICT) literacy skills, and 

life skills.   
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Consider these facts provided by the Partnership for 21st Century Skills in their report Results that 

Matter: 21st Century Skills and High School Reform (2006): 

 “Nearly 40 percent of high school graduates feel inadequately prepared for college or the 

workplace, according to a 2004 report by the American Diploma Project. 

 About one-third of students do not graduate after four years of high school, according to a 2005 

report by the Educational Testing Service (ETS). 

 Up to 55 percent of college freshmen entering two- and four-year institutions are underprepared 

for college-credit coursework and must enroll in remedial courses in reading, writing and 

mathematics, according to a 2004 report by the National Commission on the NAEP 12th grade 

Assessment and Reporting. 

 Because they are not well prepared in high school, first-year college students are dropping out of 

school in alarming numbers. One in four freshmen at four-year institutions and one in two 

freshmen at two-year institutions fail to return for a sophomore year, according to a 2004 report 

by ACT. 

 Among the many barriers that limit high school students’ readiness for college the Association of 

American Colleges & Universities (AAC&U) cites “limited interpretations of learning.” “Learning is 

more than the simple acquisition of discrete facts,” according to a 2005 AAC&U report, Greater 

Expectations: A New Vision for Learning as a Nation Goes to College.  “As students progress 

through their education, the need for analysis and integration, as well as factual recall, 

increases. In high school and college, students need to know facts, but even more importantly 

how to interpret and what to do with those facts. Information is transformed into internal 

knowledge as students apply their understandings to new situations, new problems, and new 

environments, thereby using their previous learning in challenging ways.”  

 Eighty-four percent of employers say K–12 schools are not doing a good job of preparing 

students for the workplace, according to a 2005 survey for the National Association of 

Manufacturers; 55 percent say schools are deficient in preparing students with basic 

employability skills (such as attendance, timeliness and work ethic); 51 percent cite math and 

science deficiencies; and 38 percent cite reading and comprehension deficiencies. “ 

As part of our Education Policy Fellowship program, we have had the privilege of networking with 

education policy makers, policy influencers, business leaders, and student advocates.  Each has 

indicated the need for the incorporation of 21st Century interdisciplinary themes in the requirements 

for high school graduation. They include: 

 David Patti - President and CEO PA Business Council 

 John Pulver - Associate Director, PA Association of CTC Administrators 

 Gene Barr - President and CEO PA  Chamber of Business and Industry 

 Anna Sekula - Director Remake Learning - Learning for the 21st Century 

Additionally, Troy Clair, President and CEO of Clair Global, leaders in sound and performance technology 

across the world, has indicated that the traditional metrics associated with high school achievement are 

really not what is necessary for success in his field.  He noted that if schools prepared students to have a 
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positive attitude, good problem solving skills, and the ability to communicate and collaborate, he would 

have positions for any graduating senior. 

While schools have acknowledged the power of 21st century learning skills for some time, the 

incorporation of these skills into individual curricula has been difficult at best, given the considerations 

of changing standards and the increased focus on student achievement in traditional metrics.  The only 

way to ensure the complete implementation of 21st century skills throughout all disciplines is to adjust 

the Pennsylvania Core Standards and assessment requirements to incorporate 21st century skills, 

thereby ensuring that students achieve proficiency in these areas by graduation.  Specifically, the 

authors of this paper suggest that the policies and requirements governing public schools as defined in 

Chapters 4 and 325 of the Pennsylvania School Code be revisited and revised to support the 

recommendations as outlined in this policy statement. 

Recommendations: 

Based on these indicators, the following recommendations for policy development, and in particular, 

revisions to Chapter 4 of the PA School Code, are offered: 

1. Students must be required to demonstrate their understanding of 21st century learning skills 

through real world application and demonstration. 

Twenty-first century learning skills are best learned by the integration of content and 

application. This cannot be accomplished solely through large scale efforts at the state level but 

can be accomplished very effectively at the local level. This work must begin in kindergarten 

with a focus on an interdisciplinary approach and incorporated into K-12 curriculum as our PA 

Core Standards are re-evaluated. 

2. Assessment of 21st century learning skills should be multi-faceted and ongoing. 

Assessment of these skills will require a revisiting of our current state assessment practices as 

currently defined in school code (22P Code Chapter 4, 2013). New Technology High School in 

Napa, California has pioneered ways to assess students on results that matter. To assess eight 

designated learning outcomes — curricular literacy (content standards), collaboration, critical 

thinking, oral communication, written communication, career preparation, citizenship and 

ethics, and technology literacy — the school uses digital, web-based tools that feature detailed 

rubrics and online grade reports for evaluating and giving students feedback on progress, such 

as academic content mastery; critical-thinking, presentation, communication and collaboration 

skills; and work ethic and effort. Examples of these types of assessments can be found on the 

school’s website at http://newtechhigh.org/students/student-portfolios/ .  By creating ongoing, 

dynamic assessment tools, students are given feedback that is meaningful and relevant as they 

grow in the desired skill areas. 

3. Modify teacher and leader certifications to include all components of 21st century learning 

skills so that balanced curriculums can sustained. 

Current teacher and administrative certification requirements, as outlined in 22P Code 325 

(2013) must be revised to ensure that new teachers and administrators enter classrooms with 

http://newtechhigh.org/students/student-portfolios/
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both an understanding of and application of 21st century skills.  These requirements would be in 

addition to current requirements for content expertise. 

4. Prioritize and teach 21st century skills through core subjects with support systems aligned 

accordingly. 

Specific skills will need to be taught in context of core academic subjects, with the highest 

priority needs addressed first.  Implementation plans must also align support systems with 21st 

century outcomes, including school leadership; professional development of educators; and 

curriculum, instructional and assessment practices. Learning environments must be developed 

to provide flexibility of learning places and spaces and partnerships between schools, 

communities and business should be strengthened to support these endeavors. All of these 

efforts should be integrated into a cycle of continuous improvement to ensure that learning and 

teacher remains relevant and integrated. 

5. In addition to deep mastery of core academic subjects, 21st century teaching and learning 

must also include the integration of interdisciplinary themes into each academic subject. 

Themes should include but not be limited to the development of global awareness; financial, 

economic, business and entrepreneurial literacy; civic literacy; health literacy and environmental 

literacy. 

6. Twenty-first century skill development must go beyond the traditional academic areas to 

include learning and innovation skills, information, media and technology skills and life and 

career skills. 

While content knowledge is important in establishing the foundation of student learning, 

schools must also strive to provide instruction which encourages creativity and innovation, 

critical thinking and problem solving and communication and collaboration skills. Students must 

learn a new kind of literacy that provides them with the ability to be information, media and 

technology savvy. Finally, schools must stress life and career skills that develop flexibility and 

adaptability; initiative and self-direction; social and cross-cultural skills; productivity and 

accountability; and leadership and responsibility. 

 

Next Steps for Action: 

Our policymakers must lead this conversation to create momentum for the integration of 21st century 

skills into education beginning with the following: 

1. Leadership: Policy leaders must provide leadership to heighten awareness of 21st century skills 

by embedding these requirements into state standards, professional development requirements 

and assessment practices in Pennsylvania.  The goal would be to have a minimum of 25% of 

state standards, assessments, curricula and professional development aligned with and 

including 21st century skills. 

2. Assessment of current status:  Education leaders and educators must consider the role they 

currently play in ensuring that 21st century knowledge and skills are mastered among all 

students. 



5 | P a g e  
 

3. Funding: Policy leaders should prioritize funding these essential skills in our schools when 

developing options for grants available to our public school systems. This includes but is not 

limited to funding projects that create and implement assessments designed to measure 21st 

century skill competencies across our student population at a state and local level. 

4. Professional development: School administrators must seek out and provide the necessary 

professional development that staff will require to embrace and implement these new skills.  

Policy makers should empower and utilize education service agencies in Pennsylvania such as 

intermediate units and the Pennsylvania Training and Technical Assistance Networks (PaTTAN) 

to assist school districts with this task. 

5. Certification Recommendations: Certification requirements should foster an overall 

commitment that requires both administrators and teachers to acquire and embed 21st century 

learning skills into daily instruction. Along with this, teacher preparation institutions should seek 

to develop an infrastructure that ensures all pre-service teachers graduate prepared to employ 

21st century teaching and assessment strategies across all certifications. 

6. Broad-based support for a 21st century skills initiative: Leaders in education, business, and the 

community must work closely with policy makers to establish a compelling vision for 21st 

century teaching and learning that outlines stepping stones to achieve these recommendations.  

Conclusion: 

As we seek to ensure that our students are prepared for the challenges that face them as they enter the 

workplace, it is critical that we develop policy that supports and encourages the skills that will best serve 

them in the future. The skills described in this policy statement should be embedded in school practices 

and professional development as well as the accountability measures used to measure the success of 

our educational system. This also means a commitment to funding these practices in a way that allows 

schools to sustain and support their students and staff. While progress has been made in improving the 

basic academic skills of Pennsylvania students, it is time to recognize that these skills alone will not 

prepare our students for the demands of the workplace and global citizenship.  Policy makers must 

embrace this new vision of educational responsibility, not by simply adding more to schools’ plates, but 

by truly examining our current policies.  All educational partners must have the courage to eliminate 

unnecessary requirements while integrating the best of current and new practices.  Only through this 

type of bold leadership will we be able to transform our traditional classrooms into places where our 

students will be prepared to successfully meet their future. 
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