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The New Debate about Education Reform

Colorado educators are well versed in the
policy debates of the last decade or so —

school choice, standards and assessment,
accountability. They're also all too familiar with
the knotty problems of funding for all levels of
education and of the achievement gaps that
persist in our schools.

We know those debates haven't ended and
those problems haven't been solved.
Educators wrestle with the issues every day in
their districts, buildings and classrooms. But,
they also must get up to speed on a new and
broader discussion about how to give our
children the 21st century skills they will need
to live and work successfully in a rapidly
changing global society.

The voices in this new discussion call us to
focus on more than reading, writing, math
and other traditional subject areas. They call
us to develop educational models and systems
that also give students skills in such areas as
creativity, collaboration, lifelong learning,
problem solving and cultural understanding.

21st century learning and skills
If you hear people talking about “21st century
learning” or “21st century skills,” you know
that they're part of the new debate.

The widely publicized “Tough Choices or
Tough Times” report issued last December by
the New Commission on the Skills of the
American Workforce provides a good example
of the broad interest in reform. The 26-member
commission included nearly a dozen national
leaders in K-12 and higher education, but also
had representation from the non-profit, union,
corporate and government worlds.

Corporations and business groups are
becoming increasingly vocal about the need to
transform education to better train young
people for success in life and work, so that the
United States can flourish in the shifting global
economy. For example, the Partnership for
21st Century Skills has heavy representation on
its board from such new-economy
heavyweights as Microsoft, Apple, Intel, Dell
and Cisco Systems. Major foundations are
behind much of the research and advocacy on
the issue, including the Eli and Edythe Broad
Foundation, the Annie E. Casey Foundation,
the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and the
William and Flora Hewlett Foundation.

“The more people that focus on 
what education should accomplish, 

the better we're going to be served.”
John Hefty, executive director, CASE



John Hefty, executive director of CASE, says
the new discussion is being “driven by a
greater global perspective … more people are
asking questions about how America can
compete in a global economy.”

The new conversation has developed quickly.
Jill Martin, principal of Doherty High School in
Colorado Springs and 2007 National High
School Principal of the Year, says the nation
and our educational system are in “a different
situation from even five years ago.”

What is the new situation? 
This analysis from the group Strong American
Schools sums up what many are concerned
about:

“America's students are losing out. The
world is changing, jobs are evolving, and
far too many students are simply not being
prepared to be successful adults:

Seventy percent of eighth graders are
not proficient in reading — and most
will never catch up.

Every year, more than 1 million
students drop out of high school.

Many of those who do graduate 
are not ready for college, for the
workplace and for life.

… the future of our nation depends on
whether we can come together to meet this
challenge head on.” 

(Strong American Schools is the advocacy
group, headed by former Colorado Gov. Roy
Romer, which is pushing to make education a
top priority in the 2008 presidential race.)

America's Perfect Storm
A January report by the Educational Testing
Service, “America's Perfect Storm: Three Forces
Changing of Nation's Future,” highlights three
trends that require a fresh look at education:

A wide disparity among both students
and adults in literacy and mathematical
skills.

A changing economy that is creating
high-skills jobs faster than other types
of work, highlighting the need for
better education.

Demographic trends that are leading
to both an older and a more
ethnically diverse workforce. (Just
one example — the proportion of
Hispanic students in Colorado
schools rose from 19 percent in 1997
to 28 percent in 2006, notes
University of Colorado at Denver
researcher Robert Reichardt.)

What is a 21st century education? 
The Partnership for 21st Century Skills provides
this list:

Information and communication skills,
including media literacy skills

Thinking and problem solving (critical
thinking and systems thinking;
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Above all, advocates of 21st century learning
stress that it's vital to teach students how to
handle information, not to merely give them
information. “It's important that students know
how to manage it, interpret it, validate it and
how to act on it,” Dell executive Karen Bruett,
a board member of the Partnership for 21st
Century skills, said to Time magazine last
December.

Making thoughtful decisions
In a paper prepared for the 21st Century
Learning Navigator Conference in June, new
Colorado Commissioner of Education Dwight
Jones wrote, “Critical thinking. Problem
solving. The ability to make thoughtful
decisions. In the education sector, these are
known as 21st century skills and they now are
required to be taught in K-12 classrooms.
There is no denying that students of all ages
need to know how to employ all three.”

After having surveyed where Colorado stands
today, another Jones presentation concluded,
“The greatest challenge we found in
examining competitiveness rankings is the
future of Colorado's workforce. … Colorado's
historic competitive position is now seriously
challenged. A knowledge-based economy
cannot flourish without a public and private
education system (and) high quality graduates
with skills.”

problem identification, formulation
and solution; creativity and
intellectual curiosity)

Interpersonal and self-direction skills
(interpersonal and collaborative skills;
self-direction; accountability and
adaptability; social responsibility)

Global awareness

Financial, economic and business
literacy; and developing
entrepreneurial skills to enhance
workplace productivity and career
options

Civic literacy

Another group that's heavily involved in the
discussion, the Denver-based Council on 21st
Century Learning, suggests the definition of
such learning includes

Beyond content knowledge

Inquiry-based learning

Learning communities

Thinking skills

Problem-solving skills

Learning how to learn

Interpersonal skills

Self-directional skills
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“It's a matter of our nation maintaining its
place as a leader in the world.” 

Jill Martin, principal, Doherty High School
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more than 200 educators, lawmakers,
representatives of education groups and
others. Colorado Speaker of the House
Andrew Romanoff and Commissioner Jones
were the keynote speakers. The council,
according to its own description, includes
“education professionals who are exploring the
relationship among emerging media; shifting
economic, social, and cultural patterns in the
U.S. and the world; and innovative strategies
for supporting increasingly powerful learning.

Partnership for 21st Century Skills: 
This national group, founded in 2002 as a
partnership between the U.S. Department of
Education and a group of major high-tech
companies, has the goal of bringing “21st
Century Skills to every child in America by
serving as a catalyst for change in teaching,
learning, and assessment and as an advocate
among education policymakers.” Its Framework
for 21st Century Learning calls for
supplementing teaching of core academic skills
with education in 21st century content. The
council believes all of that needs to be supported
by improved assessment tools. The council has
programs operating in five states, and a small
group of Colorado educators and legislators is
working with the council.

Conversation 2007: The Donnell-Kay
Foundation, with help from the Piton
Foundation, is organizing a statewide series of
meetings to gather citizen opinions about
education reform. The project started after a
group of legislators came to Donnell Kay
seeking help in organizing citizen meetings.
Executive Director Tony Lewis says, “Our hope
is to have 100 of these conversations” all

The stakes are high. “It's a matter of our nation
maintaining its place as a leader in the world,”
says principal Jill Martin.

Several groups in Colorado have turned their
attention to the future of education, and
educators need to pay close attention to the
evolving debate, because the issues are bound
to surface soon in training sessions, staff
meetings or at parent gatherings.

Here's a look at important players and what
they're up to: 

Council on 21st Century Learning: This
two-year-old Denver group states that it's
“dedicated to influencing how educators help
children prepare for their future.” The council
sponsored the Navigator Conference, drawing
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21st Century Skills

1. Information processing and 
analysis

2. Critical thinking and problem
solving 

3. Interpersonal skills and self-
direction 

4. Global awareness
5. Financial, economic and

business literacy, and
entrepreneurial skills

6. Civic literacy
7. Learning how to learn
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Governor’s P-20 Council
The main arena for the coming reform debate
could be the P-20 Education Coordinating
Council. Gov. Bill Ritter created this 32-
member panel by executive order with two
specific goals — developing plans for halving
Colorado's dropout rate and doubling the
number of post-secondary degrees given — all
in 10 years. A broader goal is to develop ways
to better integrate our educational system
from preschool (the P) to graduate school (the
20) and to make sure education is meeting the
needs of today’s and tomorrow's workforce.

The council is meant to be a body that will
work for several years, according to Ritter
education advisor Matt Gianneschi. “This is a
standing council,” and it will have both short-
and long-term tasks.

By the end of November the council plans to
have specific proposals developed for the
2008 legislative session if members decide
there are issues that require immediate
lawmaker attention.

But, Gianneschi expects the council over time
will review a wide range of issues — from early
childhood education, to aligning curricula
with job-market needs, to assessment, to the
supply of teachers. The council will be focused
on possible solutions, not talking about
education's problems. “We recognize that
Colorado has done a lot of talking. It's time for
us to do some real work to address the issues
that are out there.”

around the state. Meetings will be recorded
and the results compiled in a report that will
be submitted to the governor's P-20 Council
by October. Lewis said he feels the council
“wants some indication if people are willing to
support radical change.”

Graduation Guidelines Development
Council: This 12-member group, created by
House Bill 1118, is charged with developing and
recommending a minimum set of high school
graduation requirements. School districts, in turn,
will be required to adopt requirements at least as
rigorous as the state's. Statehouse watchers will
remember that graduation requirements were a
hot topic during the 2007 session when efforts
to set requirements in law were turned away.
Whatever this council suggests will become a
key part of any larger debate.

Vision 2021: This is a nationwide effort by
the National Association of Elementary School
Principals and a think tank, the Institute for
Alternative Futures. Vision 2021 seeks to
address three key questions: What will schools
be like in 2021? What will be the role of
principals in 2021? What needs to be done
today to prepare schools for the next
generation? Its work should be of particular
interest to Colorado's elementary principals.
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“It's time for us to do some real work to
address the issues that are out there.” 

Matt Gianneschi, education advisor to Gov. Bill Ritter
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There seems to be an appetite for change.

Lewis of the Donnell-Kay Foundation says
there's wide agreement among
policymakers and the public that “some
schools are failing our kids” and that the
problem requires “large-scale reform.”

Such reform is very difficult to achieve, but
“if what we're doing now isn't working,
why not try something new?” Lewis asks.
Change is risky because its success can't be
guaranteed, but “I'd rather try something
than nothing.” Still, “the jury's out on
whether people can really change.” 

What is sure is that change efforts will
have to be made at every level of the
education system.

Gianneschi notes that the P-20 Council, of
necessity, has a broad focus, “but that is
not to suggest this council should be a
surrogate for the kinds of conversations
that should be taking place in every
community in the state.”

“Every school really is different, every district
has different needs and issues,” notes
Martin. Reforms can't be “cookie cutter like
No Child Left Behind. All three players in
this very important game will have to have
a role,” Martin believes, speaking of districts,
states and the federal government.

Hefty agrees that successful change can't
be imposed from above. “There should be
a balance of top down and bottom up
reform efforts. We need to map backward

Gianneschi feels “there's a lot of momentum
behind the idea of 21st century skills” and
expects that such ideas will be part of the
council's discussions.

Commissioner Jones said he's "very optimistic"
about the work of the council, but adding that
"their most difficult task … will be putting aside
some very differing points of view and working
for the good of the whole." He added, "The P-
20 Council has to get outside what they know
and what they're comfortable with" and look at
new and innovative ideas.

CASE Executive Director Hefty believes “the
many groups that are talking about part or all
of this are very helpful. … The more people that
focus on what education should do, the better
we're going to be served. I do think some
entity has to create the focus — my hope is that
the governor's P-20 Council is the place that
ultimately brings together all the pieces.”

Where is all this talk leading? 
It's impossible to know for sure, as any
educator familiar with past reform efforts
can testify.  “This will be a multi-year effort,”
says Hefty. “We're not at a point where
there's an answer on the table.”

Although there's not an answer, Jones
firmly believes change will come. "Schools
as we knew them 20 years ago won't exist
in the future."
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“If what we're doing now isn't working,
why not try something new?”

Tony Lewis, Donnell-Kay Foundation



from the level of implementation to
determine what each level of the system —
classroom, school, district, state — needs to
do to successfully implement change.” He
thinks one concrete first step that Colorado
could take would be to revise state
standards to include 21st century skills.

There's another problem. “A lot of what
we're thinking about requires funding,”
Martin notes. Many are familiar with
Colorado's public finance problems, from
the Taxpayer's Bill of Rights and other
conflicting constitutional requirements to
the competing demands of other state
services such as transportation, health care
and prisons. A whole set of other groups
are working on those problems, and we
can expect to see a robust debate in that
arena over the next few years.

That presents a dilemma, Hefty notes,
because education reform “can't sit and wait
until the financial questions are solved,” but
full reform can't happen without
modernizing the state's financial structure.

Jones adds, "I hope this state does not use
the resource barrier as an excuse to not
move forward.

"So, this new education debate is going to
continue well into the future. Educators,
particularly those with long memories of past
discussions that seemed to go nowhere, may
wonder why they should care.

But, because the debate is in its early
stages, now is the time for front-line
educators to get involved so that they
have a voice in the discussion and a role in
shaping its outcome. “You do have to
participate,” says Martin. Hefty suggests a
good first step is “becoming conversant
with 21st century learning skills.”

Educators need to be part of the
discussion, Jones believes. "Even if you
disagree with the messenger, you have to
be at the table … Don't stand on the
sidelines and complain."

Much is at stake. “It's not business as
usual,” as Martin reminds us.

About the author
This report was prepared for the Colorado
Association of School Executives by Denver writer
and editor Todd Engdahl, who recently finished a
30-year career with The Denver Post, including
positions as assistant editor of the editorial page,
executive city editor and founding editor of
denverpost.com.
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Role of CASE

Members of CASE are deeply involved in
the 21st century education discussion,
including participation in various
groups studying educational reform.
If you'd like to learn more about what
they're doing, contact
Bruce Caughey
CASE Director of Public Policy Initiatives
303.762.8762, ext 105
bcaughey@co-case.org
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Resources 

CCoouunncciill  oonn  2211sstt  CCeennttuurryy  LLeeaarrnniinngg::
www.c21l.org. This site has a wealth
of information about 21st century
learning, suggested readings and
materials from the council's Navigator
Conference in June. 

CCoonnvveerrssaattiioonn  22000077::
www.conversation2007.org. Go to
this Web site for scheduling
information about the planned
meetings around the state, as well as
an online forum and other materials.

PP-2200  EEdduuccaattiioonn  CCoooorrddiinnaattiinngg  CCoouunncciill::  
The council does not have a Web site
as such, but background information
and a list of members is available at
www.colorado.gov/governor/press/ju
ne07/ritter-introduces-council.html.

TThhee  PPaarrttnneerrsshhiipp  ffoorr  2211sstt  CCeennttuurryy  SSkkiillllss::  
www.21stcenturyskills.org/. The site
provides detailed information about
the partnership's approach to the
issue, including its Framework for 21st
Century Learning, extensive additional
resources and news about its work
with local groups in five states.

NNeeww  CCoommmmiissssiioonn  oonn  tthhee  SSkkiillllss  ooff  
tthhee  AAmmeerriiccaann  WWoorrkkffoorrccee::
www.skillscommission.org. More
information about the ongoing work of
the commission, as well as the executive
summary of the “Tough Choices or
Tough Times” report, is available here. A
related site is the National Center on
Education and the Economy,
www.ncee.org.

VViissiioonn  22002211::  
www.vision2021.org. This site lays out
the details of the National Association of
Elementary School Principals' Vision 2021
effort, including links to some interesting
research done for the association by the
Institute for Alternative Futures. 

SSttrroonngg  AAmmeerriiccaann  SScchhoooollss::
http://edin08.com. Learn more here
about the Ed in '08 effort to make
education a top issue in the 2008
presidential campaign.
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