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What do 21st Century Learners Need?

Submitted by Pearson Education

In a well-known 2001 article titled “Digital Natives,
Digital Immigrants,” Marc Prensky coined the terms
in the title to refer to students and their teachers,
respectively. Digital Natives are today’s children, raised
with video games, the language of the Web, instant
messaging, and cell phones. Digital Immigrants were
not raised in a culture of instant information and multi-
tasking. For the students, there is something lacking
in the traditional ways that teachers instruct. In Mr.
Prensky’s words, “Today’s students are no longer the
people our educational system was designed to teach.”

Understanding 21st Century Learners

According to The National Report on NetDay’s
2005 Speak-Up Event, computers are now standard
in even the youngest student’s daily life. In surveys
with over 500,000 K-12 students, NetDay found
that over 70 percent of K-3 students use computers
in their free time, almost 80 percent of 3—6 students
use computers to play games, and 6—12 students use
computers to create personal websites on MySpace,
read the news, and blog,.

Thirty percent of K-3 students have their own
email accounts and almost half know what instant
messaging (IM) is. By grade six, over thirty percent
of students use email and IM on a weekly basis.

Other technologies in students’ lives include cell
phones (their use is a given for older students but
even 40 percent of K-3 use them), MP3 players,
digital cameras, DVD/CD burners, video game
players, and video cameras. And students use
technology as much as they can for their schoolwork,
researching information on the Internet, using
technology to create presentations, emailing teachers,
and instant messaging with peers about projects.

Teaching 21st Century Learners

Students need different skills for today’s workplace
than they needed 30 or even 20 years ago. “Some
students needed critical thinking and problem-
solving skills a generation ago, but now all students
need them,” says Ken Kay, President of the
Partnership for 21st Century Skills. “A generation
ago, a student would memorize the 50 state capitals
in geography class. Now, 8th graders should be able
to use GPS to solve a problem, such as analyzing
the best location for a park in their town. The 20th
century was about memorization. The 21st century is
about using analytic skills to solve a problem.”

Today’s global economy also requires students to
have Information Communication Technology

(ICT) skills. They need to be aware of community
on a global, as well as a local and national, level.

In the past 10 years, technology has brought the
world into closer communication. “Global awareness
is a huge part of 21st century learning,” says Kay.
“Students need access to global information to
develop a broader, multi-cultural perspective.”

Teamwork is also important in today’s workplace.
Students should be able to communicate with
others—in email, in meetings, and online. Tom
Carroll, President of the National Association of
Teaching and America’s Future made an analogy

to the difference in television shows among
generations. In the previous generation, the hero
who saved the day in a TV drama acted alone.
Today, television showcases collaborative teams

who work together to solve crimes and end injustice.

Changing Curriculums

Twenty-first century learners are multitaskers. They
are used to juggling games, cell phone calls, and IM,
all at the same time. They have software literacy,

are familiar with audio and video streaming, and
accustomed to interactivity. Yet, in the classroom
they still follow the model of opening a textbook and
listening to the teacher at the front of the room. This
can lead to students feeling unstimulated and bored.

Kathy Hurley, Senior Vice President of Strategic
Partnerships at Pearson Education, says, “Going
forward, curriculums should provide more flexibility
and engagement which can be done with software
tools, rich media, online collaborations, and virtual
communities. These can result in a more open-
ended, authentic type of learning than that which
you get from a student opening a textbook.”

In addition to having more options, choices, and
activities in their learning, students want materials
they can customize. As Marjorie Scardino, Chief
Executive of Pearson, noted in a 2005 speech to the
Software Information Industry Association, “Nike
will manufacture your running shoes in your own
personal color scheme and Levi's will make jeans
that fit you—and only you. Dell’s PC’s come made
to order, software and all. In music, personal playlists
on your iPod or MP3 player take the place of albums
put together by artists and promoters.”

Assessing 21st Century Students
“Assessment is critical,” Kay notes, “In this country,
we teach students the same thing 100 times, then
assess their ability to repeat it the 101st time. In the
21st century, the real skill lies in whether scudents
can analyze something they have never seen before.

We need to be able to assess critical thinking and
problem-solving skills, not just memorization.”

Kathy Hurley states, “Student assessment should be
based on projects, meaning that it’s based on richer
content from the student. Let’s move away from
multiple choice and toward developing higher-level
thinking skills in a real-world context.”

New digital tools will enable teachers to more easily
make sense of the data they collect from formative
assessment. Technology will allow teachers to make
individualized assessments. With training, teachers
can look at a student’s work and get a better sense
of how to help that student right away.

Teachers, Parents, and Technology
Technology can also provide community, such as
distance learning, for both teachers and students.
Kay states, “Today, students and teachers can
collaborate with each other. Fifty or sixty years ago,
classrooms were isolated. Now technology allows
them to share ideas.”

For example, students in areas where they don’t
have a physics or chemistry teacher can take a
course online. Using the Web, teachers can join
virtual communities where educators mentor
one another.

“I can’t stress enough how important professional
development is for the teachers of 21st century
learners. Professional development will allow

them to improve their skills and connect with
other teachers. Indeed, teachers are already using
technology to create the kinds of communities they
have long needed,” says Hurley.

The use of technology in the classroom will also
allow parents to be more involved. As Ken Kay
notes, “With technology, report cards, grades, and
assessments can all be accessed by parents online.
And with continual connectivity, parents and
teachers can converse more easily.”

Kay continues, “Twenty-first century skills signal

a more developed sense of learning and of what it
means to be a citizen, both locally and globally.
Now, the challenge will be for schools and
educational content providers to lay the foundation
for this type of learning.”
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Lori Abrahams
Sheryl Abshire
Amy Allen

Anne Allen

Jeff Allen

Judy Ambler

John Bailey
Debby Baker

Guy Ballard
Gloria Barber
Tina M. Barrios
Regina Barton
Elizabeth Bauer
Donna Baumbach
Gary Becker

Jean Bengfort
Glenda Bequette
Dean Bergman
Anita Best McAnear
Anita Bevins
Karen Billings
Margaret Bingham
Rita Bishop

Gary Bitter

Kathy Bjelland
B.R. Black
RoAnn Blauer
Mary Beth Blegen
Henry Blosser
Pam Boerner

Tom Bookler
Daryl Ann Borel
James Bosco
Janine Bowes
Joseph Bowman
Lisa Brady-Gill
Linda Brandon
Carolyn Breedlove
John Brim

Dave Brittain
Davis Brock
Donna Brown
Elsie Brumbach
David Byer

Ruth Camuse
Noemi Carrea-Herendeen
Patricia Carroll, SSJ
Tom Carroll

Ruth Catalano
Sylvia Charp
Chuck Chulvick
Larry Cline
Joseph Coccimiglio
Sue Collins
Kenneth Collura
Leslie Conery
Stephen Cowdrey
Melinda Crowley
Margaret Curran
Bill Davis

Trina Davis

Pink and Black

Jacket Winners

Chris Dede
Mark Delp

Deb deVries
Carol Doucet
Randy Douglas
D. Michael Eason
Marge Eaton
Dianna Eggers
James Eschenmann
Donella Evoniuk
Joyce Faye-White
Patricia Fazzi

Jay Felcicani
Maria Fico

Gary Finkelstein
Becky Firth

Ira Fishman
Jamey Fitzpatrick
Kimberly Flack
Geoff Fletcher
Ann Flynn

Mary Forrest
Bridget Foster
Jan Fox

Linda France
Alice Fredman
James Gardner
Julie Garton
Charlene Gaynor
Anita Givens
LaRuth Gray
Tom Greaves
Julie Griffin
Christine Griftner
Mark Gura

Bill Hainer
Cheri Halderman
Cindy Hamblin
Regina Hammerschmidt
Regina Haney
Jeanne Hayes

Ida Hill

Jim Hindes

Jim Hirsch

Jeri Hodges
Kevin Honeycutt
Terry Hongell
Andre Hornsby
Jenny House
Paul Houston
John Hruska

Bob Hughes
Kathy Hurley
Don Hyatt

Lloyd Jackson
Chris Jager
Michael Jay
Holly Jobe
Marlene Johnson

Pat Johnson

Paul Jones

Thea Jones

Karen Kahan
Vicki Kajioka
Daniel Kalish
Yvonne Katz
Peggy Kelly

Mike Kneale
Don Knezek
Mary Knight
Anita Kopec
Kristine Kopelke
Keith Krueger
Bobbi Kurshan
Annette Lamb
Patsy Lanclos
Quentin Lawson
Dennis Layne
Ryan LeClaire
Jay Lefkowitz
Cheryl Lemke
Jenelle Leonard
Doug Levin
Susan Levine
Peter Li

Nancy Little
Neah Lohr

Paul Lynch
Melinda Maddox
Susan Mannas
Mike Manternach
Bonnie Marks
Henry R. Marockie
Michael Maszczenski, Jr.
Jack McCabe
Robert McCracken
Cecil H. McDermott
JoAnne McDevitt
Tammy McGraw
Ann McMullan
Conn McQuinn
Carroll Melnyk
Jennifer Meschi
Anne Meyn

Jerry Mezzatesta
Ina Beth Miller
Rich Mincer
Bailey Mitchell
Bob Moore
Daniel Morris
David Moursund
Robert Mullen
Judith Murray
Karla Murray
Louis Nagel
Nancy Napolillo
Bob Nelson

Pam Nelson

Lan Neugent

Lynn Nolan

Cathleen Norris
Barbara O’Neal
Chris O’Neal
Jorge Ortega
Douglas Otto
Helen Padgett
Catherine Parsons
Greg Partch

Bob Patton

Kyle Peck

Amy Perry-DelCorvo
Helen Petropoulus
Harry Phillips
Marian Piersall
Joyce Pittman
James Poirot
Cathy Poplin
Terry Pound
Sister Mary Claude Power
Eileen Pracek
Kraig Pritts

Kathy Rains

Steve Rappaport
Alice Ray-Overstreet
Paul Reese

Peter Reilly

Fred Remer

John Richards
Barbara Ridgway
Richard Riley
John Rinaldi

Paul Ringel
Carolyn Roberson
Linda Roberts
Wayne Robinson
Saul Rockman
Heidi Rogers
Mark Rogers

Sue Rogers
Martha Rolley
Joy Rosen

Vince Ruggiano
Wayne Rush
Mary Jean Sandall
Stephen N. Sanders
Deloris Saunders
Linda Schatz

Bill Schmid
Kathy Schrock
Lynne Schrum
Richard Schultz
Carol Scott Whelan
Ferdi Serim

Judy Shasek

Art Sheekey
Jackie Shepperson
Susan Silverman
Earline Sims

Sally Sloan

Terry Slocum

Dennis Small
Shirley Smith
Vicki Smith Bigham

Gwen Solomon
Elliot Soloway
Helen Soulé
Hank Stabler
Bernice Stafford
Julia Stapleton
Kurt Steinhaus
Donna Stewart
Connie Stout
Neal Strudler
Kari Stubbs
Lynne Sueoka
Georgia Talbert
Harriet Taylor
Carol Teitelman
Bill Thomas
Lajeane Thomas
Ann Thompson
Judi Thompson
Marsha Thorgood
Bonnie Thurber
Father Tom Toale
Lilly Toback
Natalie Tolbert
Joni Turville
Harry Tuttle
Gina Tyler

Cecil H. Underwood
Kent Unruh

John Vaille
Crystal Valentine-Lindsay
Jan Van Dam
Randall Vaughn
Cheryl Vecchio
Gwen Versamis
Mary Ellen Vogt
Carla Wade

Pat Walkington
Jane Walters
Carol Waugh

Phil Weikle
Barbara Weiner
Allan Weiss
Geannie Wells
James Wenzloff
Jean White

Carol Wiatt
Brenda Williams
Cheryl Williams
Michelle Williams
Donna Williamson
James Willms
Frank Withrow
Chris Yahn
Barbara Yentzer
Sister Angela Ann Zukowski
Randi Zwicker

Tell us his or her story, and he or she may be the next recipient of the famous pink or black jacket!

Send a 50-word description of how they are “making it happen” (photo optional) to:
Making It Happen, c/o ISTE, 175 West Broadway, Suite 300, Eugene, OR 97401, email: mih@iste.org




