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A Challenge to the Partnership
for 21st Century Skills

Education is a crucial resource that determines our children’s future and our society's well-being. As America's citizenry grows more
diverse, we must reach out to include all of our children in the promise of America. As the global economy matures, it requires increasing
levels of knowledge and deep under ding of the forces that shape our lives and our future. For these reasons, we must intensify our
efforts to improve education. This is the historic challenge facing American education in the twenty-first century.

All students—regardless of race or class—deserve a first-rate liberal arts education, rich in the study of history, science, literature,
geography, civics, mathematics, the arts, technology, and foreign languages. At the present time, there is growing pressure on our schools to
reduce time spent on these disciplines and subjects to make room for what is now called “21st century skills.”

Skills are important and the Partnership for 21st Century Skills (P21) has identified skills that all children need such as critical thinking,
creativity, and problem-solving. But P21's approach to teaching those skills marginalizes knowledge and therefore will deny students the
liberal education they need. Cognitive science teaches us that skills and knowledge are i dependent and that p ing a base of
knowled, v to the acquisition not only of more knowledge, but also of skills. Skills can neither be taught nor applied effectively

ge is
without prior knowledge of a wide array of subjects.

Education policy and practice should be based on sound research and informed by an understanding of what has worked and what has
failed in the past. Attempts to teach skills apart from k ledge have failed repeatedly over the last century because they do not work.
Unless it is fundamentally revised, the program put forth by P21 also will fail. In the meantime, it is undermining the quality of education in
America.

We, undersigned, call on P21 and other advocates of 21st century skills to reshape their effort by putting knowledge and skills together at
the core of their work.

Mark Baverlein, Department of English, Emory University

Kevin . Chavous, co-founder, Democrats for Education Reform
Antonia Cortese, Secretary-Treasurer, American Federation of Teachers
Williamson M. Evers, Research Fellow, Hoover Institution
Chester E. Finn, Jr., President, Thomas B. Fordham Institute
William Fitzhugh, founder, The Concord Retiewt

Charles 1. Glenn, Professor of Educational Leadership and Devel
Barry Garelick, co-founder, U.5. Coalition for World Class Math
Lorraine Griffith, teacher, West Buncombe Elementary School, Asheville, NC

Jason Griffiths, Headmaster, The Brooklyn Latin School

Joy Hakim, author of A History of US and The Story of Science

E.D. Hirsch, Jr., founder, Core Knowledge Foundation

Bill Honig, former Superintendent of Public Instruction, State of California

Kathleen A. Madigan, founder and former president, Amencan Board for Certification of Teacher Excellence

Jack McCarthy, Managing Director, AppleTree Institute for Education Innovation

Lynne Munson, President, Common Core

Wesley Null, associate professor, Schoal of Education and the Honors College, Baylor University

Paul E. Peterson, Henry Lee Shattuck Professor of Government and Director of the Program on Education Policy and Governance,
Harvard University

Diane Ravitch, Research Professor of Education, New York University

Roberta R. Schaefer, President and CEO, The Worcester Research Bureau

John Richard Schrock, Professor of Biology and Director of Biology Education, Emparia State University

Digna Senechal, English teacher, PS108K, New York City

Michael § e, Former y of Education, Commonwealth of Massachusetts

John Silber, President Emeritus, Boston University

Jim Stergios, Executive Director, Pioneer Institute

Sheldon M. Stetn, Histotian, John F. Kennedy Library (retired)

Sol Stern, Senior Fellow, Manhattan Institute

Sandra Stotsky, Department of Education Reform, University of Arkansas

Whitney Tilson, co-founder, Demaocrats for Education Reform

Randi Weingarten, President, American Federation of Teachers

Daniel Willingham, Professor of Psychology, University of Virginia

Sam Wineburg, Professor of Education and of History (by courtesy), Stanford University

Peter Wood, President, National Association of Scholars
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TAKING THE FUN OUT OF READING
edodd
Mar 30, 2012

It's nat everyday you hear a veteran teacher
advise her colleagues to “Stop telling students
that reading is fun.” However, in her article
Opening the Literature Window, Carol Jago
does just that. Jago argues that under the
category of “fun,” reading stands a shaky
chance against its flashy competitors,...

HRARLEND T 37
WHERE e Nme,

News

April 4 - Common Core has announced that
the New York State Department of Education
has awarded it two contraets o develop
Pre-Kindergarten-sth grade mathematics
curriculum aligned to NY State’s Common Core
Learning Standards (CCLS). News release.

April 3 « Common Core Creating Math Maps
for New York State. News release.

March 27 » Common Core has announced that
it is developing a series of CCS5-aligned K-8
curriculum maps in history and geography.

News release.

March 21 » Check out Education Week's
coverage of Common Core's “Truant From
Schools: History, Science, and Art” event!

March 15 =« Common Core releases data
showing curriculum narrowing affecting all
students.

March ¢ + Common Core celebrates Virginia's
decision to abandon SB183, a bill that would
have eliminated state mandated science and
social studies testing for third graders. You can
read more about this issue, and Common
Core's advocacy work, in this recent blog entry.

December 8 - Check out Education Week's
coverage of Common Core’s tecent national
survey of school teachers.

November 14 + Read Lynne Munson’s
response to the latest NAEP results. Joanne
Jacobs's "Linking and Thinking on Education”™
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21st Century Skills - by Diane Ravitch
Diane Ravitch: 21st Century Skills: An Old Familiar Song

The latest fad to sweep the wonderful world of pedagogy Is called 21st Century Skills. States are now adding
them to their standards, with the expectation that students will learn the skills needed for the 21st century. In
the land of American pedagogy, innovation Is frequently confused with progress, and whatever Is thought to be
new is always embraced more readily than what is known to be true. Thus, pedagogues, policymakers, thought
leaders, facilitators, and elected officlals are rushing to get aboard the 21st century skills express traln, lest
they appear to be old-fashioned or traditional, these terms being the worst sort of opprobrium that can be
hurled at any educator,

A few days ago, I recelved an email from Professor John Richard Schrock, who is a professor of biology and
director of blology education for Emporia State University in Kansas, He wrote as follows: In 23 years of turning
out over 200 strong blology teachers in Kansas, 1 have not faced a challenge as serious as this last fall. A cabal
of Superintendents, independent of the State Board of Education, In at least elght mid-sized KS school districts
have adopted a form of "21st Century Learning" that is directing veteran sclence teachers to shut up and assign
students to “Independent learning.” The teachers are not to speak for more than a few minutes each class, and
then only to give directions. Students are to work on projects to learn all science concepts on thelr own. The
rationale for these superintendents’ actions appears to be the "21st Century Learning" movement, That national
plan has been endorsed by our State Board of Education (KSBE), although they are not enthusiastic about this
specific Interpretation, which they cannot prevent. The presentation at the KSBE was explicit in stating that "it
Is no longer Important what bits of information a student knows, but only that students be able to locate
infarmation” In the new 21st Century madel..,

I'am a historian of education, I have often written about the educational enthusiasms and fads of the past
century. One of my books, titled Left Back, tells the story of the rise and fall of one fad after another across the
twentieth century. Unfortunately the field of pedagogy Is subject to frequent bouts of infatuation with fads and
of lemming-like behavior in adopting the latest fad as holy writ.

After examining the materials associated with P21, 1 concluded, to quote the noted philosopher Yogi Berra, that
"it's like deja vu all over again.”

There Is nothing new In the proposals of the 21st century skills movement. The same ideas were iterated and
reiterated by pedagogues across the twentieth century. Their call for 20th century skills sounds identical to the
current effort to promote 21st century skills. If there was one cause that animated the schools of education In
the 20th century, It was the search for the ultimate breakthrough that would finally loosen the shackles of
subfect matter and content. For decade after decade, pedagogical leaders called upon the schools to free
themselves from tradition and subject matter, Ellwood P, Cubberley, dean of the education school at Stanford,
warned that It was dangerous for soclety to educate boys-and even girls-without reference to vocational ends.
Whatever they learned, he insisted, should be relevant to their future lives and work. He thought it foolish to
saturate them with "a mass of knowledge that can have little application for the lives which most of them must
inevitably lead." They were sure to become disappointed and discontented, and who knew where all this
discontent might lead? Cubberley called on his fellow educators to abandon their antiquated academic Ideals
and instead to adapt education to the real life and real needs of their students. This was in 1911.

The federal government issued a major report on the education of black students In 1916, Its author, Thomas
Jesse Jones, scoffed at academic education, which lacked relevance to the lives of these students and was
certainly not adapted to their needs. Jones wanted black children to "learn to do by doing," which was
considered to be the modern, sclentific approach to education, It was not knowledge of the printed page that
black students needed, wrote Mr. Jones, but “knowledge of gardening, small farming, and the simple industries
required in farming communities.” Jones admired schools that were teaching black students how to sew, cook,
garden, milk cows, lay bricks, harvest crops, and raise poultry. This clarion call was sounded as America was
changing from a rural to an urban nation.

Although there were many similar efforts to eliminate the academic curriculum and replace It with real-warld
Interactions, none came as close to the ideals of 215t century learning skills as William Heard Kilpatrick's
celebrated Project Method. Kilpatrick, a fabled Teachers Callege professor, took the educational world by storm
in 1918 with his proposal for the Project Method. Instead of a sequential curriculum laid out in advance,

. Kilpatrick urged that boys and girls engage in hands-on projects of their own choosing. As Kilpatrick envisioned
it, the Project was "whole-hearted purposeful activity proceeding in a soclal environmant,” Kilpatrick said that
the Project shaped character and personality. It required activity, not docility. It awakened student motivation.
Ideally the Project would be done collaboratively by a group.

Another forerunner to P21 was the activity movement of the 1920s and 1930s. As In the Project Method,
students were encouraged to engage in activities and projects built on their Interests, Studies were
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interdisciplinary, and academic subjects were called upon only when needed to sclve a problem. Students built,
measured, and figured things out, while solving real-life problems, like how to build a playhouse or a pet park
or a puppet theater, Decisionmaking, critical thinking, cooperative group learning: It was an Integral part of the
activity movement. Something similar happened in many high schools in the 19305, where many avant-garde
school districts replaced courses like science and history with interdisciplinary courses, which they called the
"core curriculum” or "social living." Some districts merged several disciplines--such as English, social studies
and science--into a single course, which was focused not on subject matter but on students’ life experiences. In
a typical class, students studied their own homes, made maps and scale drawings, and analyzed such questions
as the cost of maintaining the home, the cost of fuel, light and power, and how to prepare nutritious meals.

But there were occasional parent protests. In Roslyn, New York, parents were incensed because their children
couldn't read but spent an entire day baking nut bread. The Roslyn superintendent assured thern that baking
nut bread was an excellent way to learn mathematics.

One progressive educator in the 1930s looked forward to the day when students would learn everything
firsthand; when there were no more schools; when students were learning everything they needed to know in
fields, farms, factories, and workplaces. This was an early version of the deschooling movement, which got a
fair amount of publicity in the 1960s. Again the goal was to make all schooling tactile, problem-based, and
experiential. Then in the 1950s came the Life Adjustment Movement, yet another stab at getting rid of subject
matter and teaching students to prepare for real life. And in the 1980s, there was Qutcome Based Education,
which sought to make schooling relevant, hands-on, and attuned to the real interests and needs of young
people.

In the early 1990s came SCANS-the Secretary's Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills-which
recommended exactly the kinds of functional skill s that are now called 21st Century skills. These documents
were produced by a commission for the Secretary of Labor. I recall hearing the director of SCANS say that
students didn't need to know anything about the Civil War or how to write a book report; these were obsolete
kinds of skills and knowledge.

When the SCANS recommendations appeared in 1991, I was an Assistant Secretary at the US Department of
Education and I discussed them with David Kearns, the Deputy Secretary who had been CEO of Xerox. I said,
"David, the SCANS report says that young people don't need to know how to write a book report, they need to
know how to write advertising jingles." Me replied, "That's ridiculous. You can't write advertising jingles if you
don't know how to write a book report.”

1 won't get into the reasons why none of these initiatives survived. They did have their impact, however. They
left American education with a deeply ingrained suspicion of academic studies and subject matter. "It's
academic” came to mean “it's purely theoretical and unreal." For the past century, our schools of education
have obsessed over critical thinking skills, projects, cooperative learning, experiential learning, and so on. But
they have paid precious little attention to the disciplinary knowledge that young people need to make sense of
the world. This deeply ingrained suspicien - hostility, even - towards subject matter is the single most
significant reason for the failure of the standards movement in American education over the past generation.

We should have been educating future teachers to study their subject or subjects in depth. We should have
paid attention to what Lee Shulman, educational psychologist and professor emeritus at Stanford, calls
"pedagogical content knowledge." We should have been helping teachers determine ways to light up young
minds and to generate excitement about historical imagination or scientific discovery.

Instead, we have numbed the brains of future teachers with endless blather about process and abstract
thinking skills, We have taught them about graphic organizers and Venn diagrams and accountable talk, data-
based decision-making, rubrics, and leveled libraries, but we have ignored what matters most. We have
neglected to teach them that one cannot think critically unless one has quite a lot of knowledge to think about.
One thinks critically by comparing and contrasting and synthesizing what one has learned. One must know a
great deal before she or he can begin to reflect on its meaning and look for alternative explanations.

The problem with skills-driven approaches to learning is that there are so many things we need to know that
cannot be learned by hand-on experiences. The educated person learns not only from his or her own
experience, but from the hard-earned experience of others. We do not restart the world anew in each
generation. We stand on the shoulders of those who have gone before us. What matters most in the use of our
brains is our capacity to make generalizations, to see beyond cur own immediate experience. The intelligent
person, the one who truly Is a practitioner of critical thinking, has the learned capacity to understand the
lessons of history, to engage in the adventures of literature, to grasp the inner loglc of sclence and
mathematics, and to realize the meaning of philosophical debates by studying them. Through literature, for
example, we have the opportunity to see the world through the eyes of another person, to walk in their shoes,
to experience life as it was lived in another century and another culture, to live vicariously beyond the bounds
of our own time and family and place. What a gift! How sad to refuse it!

Until we teach our teachers and our students to love knowledge and to love learning, we cannot expect them to
use their minds well,
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