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It’s 2019. So Why Do 21st 
Century Skills Still Matter? 

Dear Colleagues, 

It was wonderful to see so many of you at 

the Winter Convocation in South Portland 

on January 17 and 18. I hope you found 

this to be a valuable event that allowed 

you to reconnect with colleagues and 

learn some new strategies that you can 

implement related to strategic planning.  

I would like to thank the MSSA 

Professional Development Committee for planning such a 

productive conference. 

Ken Kay provided us with valuable knowledge and concrete 

action steps for school districts to develop a Portrait of a 

Graduate describing what students should know and be able 

to do to succeed in college, careers, and citizenship in the 

21st century. Ken has observed three key strategies that 

districts should consider to ensure their vision of learning 

becomes a reality for all students.  

1. Root the Portrait of a Graduate process in your 

community. The most important role for any school 

leader is to engage their community in this process from 

day one. Bringing together a broad array of stakeholders 

to co-create a Portrait of a Graduate helps to build 

understanding and lasting support from the community 

that leads to sustainable impact for students. The 

challenge is to design a community engagement process 

that fits the local context. 

2. Involve stakeholders who understand the 21st  

century workforce. The purpose of the Portrait of a 

Graduate work is to transform the educational 

experience for students so they are prepared to meet the 

demands of the 21st century economy. With that in 

mind, it is imperative to engage stakeholders in the 

development process who have a deep understanding of 

what knowledge and skills students will need to fill the 

jobs of the future.  

3. Treat the Portrait of a Graduate as just the 

beginning of the journey. Don’t let your Portrait of a 

Graduate become just another poster hanging on the 

walls of your schools. It should serve as your “north 

star” leading the district on a continuous journey to 

transforming educational opportunities for all students.  

When tech giant Amazon announced its search for a second 

headquarters site, cities across the country scrambled to produce 

persuasive pitches. In Loudoun County, Virginia, fourth-graders 

from Goshen Post Elementary School took up the challenge 

personally. To create compelling video arguments, student 

teams interviewed experts in economic development, researched 

state history and geography, and even wrote poems to sing the 

praises of their region. When Northern Virginia was ultimately 

picked as a new HQ site, students were as proud as any civic 

leaders from their community. 

The story offers a good example of how education is shifting as 

we wrap up two decades of the 21st century. Instead of relying 

on textbooks and teacher direction, these students had to think 

critically about unfolding events, collaborate with peers and 

adults, and make creative use of digital tools to communicate 

their ideas. In the process, they also learned plenty about social 

studies and civic engagement. For Loudoun County 

Superintendent Eric Williams, what makes such authentic 

learning experiences worthwhile is how they prepare students 

“to make meaningful contributions to the world.” 

4 Cs and More 

The call for 21st century learning dates back more than two 

decades, when blue-ribbon committees, policymakers, business 

leaders, and education experts began sounding the same alarm: 

Yesterday’s focus on memorization and rote learning would not 

prepare students for a fast-changing, increasingly automated, 

information-saturated world.  

Figuring out how schools should respond, however, remains an 

open question for many communities. In my own work with 

educators around the globe, I’ve watched the emergence of 21st 

century trends such as makerspaces, flipped learning, genius 

hour, gamification, and more. Each has its own champions, 

teaching practices, and even hashtags; all have the potential to 

disrupt what we think of as traditional, teacher-centered 

education by giving students more voice in how they learn. 

Although some educators have grown weary of the term “21st 

century learning,” the drive to transform education “matters 

more today—a lot more—than when we started the 

conversation,” says Ken Kay, who in 2002 co-founded an 

influential consortium called the Partnership for 21st Century 

Skills (later rebranded Partnership for 21st Century Learning, 

or P21.) He currently serves as CEO of EdLeader21, a national 

 

mailto:mssa@msmaweb.com
http://www.msmaweb.com/
http://www.battelleforkids.org/networks/p21
http://www.battelleforkids.org/networks/edleader21
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Good Reads 

President’s Message 

(continued from page 1) 

Most Likely to Succeed 

Preparing our kids for the innovation era 

By Tony Wagner & Ted Dintersmith 

As we enter 2019, I am grateful for the current leadership at 

MSMA and the incoming leadership at the Maine Department of 

Education. I would like to congratulate and welcome Pender 

Makin as our new Commissioner of Education and Daniel 

Chuhta as Deputy Commissioner. I am confident they will make 

a highly effective team that will provide steady leadership that 

will involve collaborating closely with superintendents.  

I recently attended a regional school board workshop conducted 

by MSMA and it reminded me of the importance of 

communicating with the Senators and Representatives from our 

districts. I know I find myself reaching out to them only if there 

is a need, but it is imperative to communicate with them on a 

consistent basis. This helps build relationships and it also assists 

Senators and Representatives with understanding the local and 

regional impacts of bills before any action is taken. I urge you to 

reach out as our voices are important to improving education. 

I know all of you are immersed in budget development along 

with all of your typical responsibilities this time of year which 

can be time-consuming and stressful. Please make time to take 

care of yourself and I wish you the best for a healthy and 

productive 2019! 

Patrick 

From two leading experts in education and 

entrepreneurship, an urgent call for the radical 

re-imagining of American education so that we 

better equip students for the realities of the 

twenty-first century economy. 

Today more than ever, we prize academic 

achievement, pressuring our children to get into 

the “right” colleges, have the highest GPAs, and 

pursue advanced degrees. But while students may graduate with 

credentials, by and large they lack the competencies needed to 

be thoughtful, engaged citizens and to get good jobs in our 

rapidly evolving economy. Our school system was engineered a 

century ago to produce a work force for a world that no longer 

exists. Alarmingly, our methods of schooling crush the 

creativity and initiative young people need to thrive in the 

twenty-first century. 

In Most Likely to Succeed, bestselling author and education 

expert Tony Wagner and venture capitalist Ted Dintersmith call 

for a complete overhaul of the function and focus of American 

schools, sharing insights and stories from the front lines, 

including profiles of successful students, teachers, parents, and 

business leaders. 

Most Likely to Succeed presents a new vision of American 

education, one that puts wonder, creativity, and initiative at the 

very heart of the learning process and prepares students for 

today’s economy. This book offers parents and educators a 

crucial guide to getting the best for their children and a roadmap 

for policymakers and opinion leaders.   

21st Century Skills 

(continued from page 1) 

(continued on page 3) 

network of Battelle for Kids. 

In hindsight, Kay can identify three phases that have been 

critical in the 21st century learning movement. “The first was 

defining,” he says, with experts generating a laundry list of 

skills and competencies considered essential for students’ 

future success. Next came the communication phase, when 

those 20-plus competencies were condensed into a more 

memorable set of 4Cs: communication, collaboration, critical 

thinking, and creativity. 

These core competencies remain relevant as we get further 

into the current century, argues David Ross, global education 

consultant and former CEO of P21, “because they seem to be 

the one constant in a rapidly changing social and economic 

environment.” 

The third and current phase of the 21st century learning 

movement is all about “empowerment,” says Kay. “People are 

interested in not just adopting the 4Cs, but understanding what 

they can do to customize this framework at the local level. 

What can they design that works well for their community?” 

EdLeader21 has developed a toolkit to guide districts and 

independent schools in developing their own “portrait of a 

graduate” as a visioning exercise. In some communities, 

global citizenship rises to the top of the wish list of desired 

outcomes. Others emphasize entrepreneurship, civic 

engagement, or traits like persistence or self-management. 

Kay estimates that some 800 school systems across the U.S. 

have developed portraits so far. 

When stakeholders in Loudoun County, Virginia, went 

through the visioning process, they decided to emphasize the 

4Cs (along with content mastery), plus the competency of 

“contributing.” Explains Superintendent Williams, “By this 

we mean contributing to the world through careers in the 

public sector, the private sector, and the not-for-profit sector; 

through civic engagement; and through community service. 

When a student is a contributor,” he adds, “it turbo-charges 

their ability to employ the other competencies and their 

content knowledge.” 

The Human Factor 

The unifying theme of these various frameworks seems to be 

the human factor. 

As the 21st century learning movement expands 

internationally, we’re seeing an abundance of frameworks, 

assessments, and semantic labels as different organizations put 

their spin on what’s worth knowing. 

PISA (the Programme for International Student Assessment) 

now compares the global competence and collaborative 

problem-solving skills of students from different countries 

along with more traditional scores for reading, math, and 

science. ISTE Standards for Students highlight digital 

citizenship and computational thinking as key skills that will 

enable students to thrive as empowered learners. The U.S. 

Department of Education describes a globally competent 

student as one who can investigate the world, weigh  

https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/25719691-most-likely-to-succeed
http://www.battelleforkids.org/
https://portraitofagraduate.org/
https://portraitofagraduate.org/
https://www.iste.org/standards/for-students
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have similar opportunities to dream and do. 

       -EdSurge, by Suzie Boss, 1/22/19 

Suzie Boss is a writer and educational consultant from 

Portland, Oregon. 

 

21st Century Skills 

(continued from page 2) 

perspectives, communicate effectively with diverse audiences, 

and take action. 

The unifying theme of these various frameworks seems to be 

the human factor. “The core skills of collaboration, 

communication, and critical thinking are things that humans do 

well and machines not so well,” argues Ross. “Machines are 

getting better at them,” he adds, “but perform them best in 

concert with humans.” 

From Mission to Methods 

How wide is the gap between lofty aspirations for learning and 

day-to-day classroom practice? It’s hard to measure, but 

leaders at the forefront of the 21st century learning movement 

tell me they still see too many students sitting passively while 

teachers deliver instruction; too much technology is still used 

to replace routine tasks rather than turbo-charge the experience 

of learning. 

Frameworks provide mental models, but “don’t usually help 

educators know what to do differently,” argues technology 

leadership expert Scott McLeod in his latest book, Harnessing 

Technology for Deeper Learning. He and co-author Julie 

Graber outline deliberate shifts that help teachers redesign 

traditional lessons to emphasize goals such as critical thinking, 

authenticity, and conceptual understanding. (See the resource 

list below for more suggested readings and teaching tools.) 

More examples and practical strategies will help chart the way 

forward. Translating from vision to classroom implementation 

“is the journey we’re all on now,” says Ken Kay. 

Heather Wolpert-Gawron offers a good role-model. She wears 

a number of hats as middle school teacher, instructional coach, 

and author (@tweenteacher). In the classroom, she teaches 

collaboration skills by challenging students to solve mysteries, 

and then debrief how well they worked together. She fires up 

students’ communication skills (along with their engagement) 

by having them interview an astrophysicist about the science of 

superheroes. She leverages social media and blogging to reflect 

on what works and shares her insights with colleagues. 

When coaching other teachers to make similar moves, Wolpert

-Gawron encourages them to “tease apart what it means to 

collaborate, communicate, think critically. This is a language 

that teachers at all grade levels, in all subjects, are able to 

embrace.” The more concrete, the better. For example, if the 

big goal is student-led inquiry, teachers might brainstorm “how 

to see if a kid is curious. What questions are they asking? Do 

their answers spark even more questions?” To cultivate healthy 

curiosity, teachers can remind students “to hit pause [in their 

thinking] and take a mental screenshot. It’s empowering for 

students to realize, ‘Oh, so I do have ideas!’” 

The good news is, there’s no shortage of creative ideas for 

fulfilling the promise of 21st century learning. In all kinds of 

contexts, I see teachers designing learning experiences that 

challenge students to not only imagine the future, but help to 

shape it. The challenge that remains is making sure all students  

Looking for more resources to support 21st century 

learning? Here are suggestions from Suzie Boss: 

 

1. Wondering how to teach and assess 21st century 

competencies? The Buck Institute for Education offers 

a wide range of resources, including the book, PBL for 

21st Century Success: Teaching Critical Thinking, 

Collaboration, Communication, and Creativity (Boss, 

2013), and downloadable rubrics for each of the 4Cs. 

 

2. For more strategies about harnessing technology 

for deeper learning, listen to the EdSurge 

podcast featuring edtech expert and author Scott 

McLeod. 

 

3. Eager to see 21st century learning in 

action? Getting Smart offers suggestions for using 

school visits as a springboard for professional learning, 

including a list of recommended sites. Bob Pearlman, a 

leader in 21st century learning, offers more 

recommendations. 

 

4. Book group discussions can jumpstart 

conversations among colleagues. Here are three titles 

certain to lead to lively discussions about the future of 

learning: 

 

 Timeless Learning: How Imagination, 

Observation, and Zero-Based Thinking Change 

Schools captures the insights of veteran school 

leaders from Albemarle County Public Schools, a 

Virginia district known for innovation. 
 
 What School Could Be: Insights and Inspiration 

from Teachers Across America shares highlights 

of author Ted Dintersmith’s 50-state quest across 

the country in search of teaching and learning 

retooled for the future. 

 Building School 2.0: How to Create the Schools 

We Need offers a series of provocations to invite 

readers to consider how education must change. 

Author Chris Lehmann is founding principal of 

highly regarded Science Leadership Academy in 

Philadelphia; Zak Chase is a former SLA teacher. 

A 21st Century Reading List 
 

http://www.bie.org/objects/cat/rubrics
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2019-01-01-how-to-move-from-digital-substitution-to-deeper-learning
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2019-01-01-how-to-move-from-digital-substitution-to-deeper-learning
https://www.gettingsmart.com/2017/03/professional-learning-the-power-of-school-visits/
http://www.bobpearlman.org/BestPractices/SchoolsILike.htm
http://www.bobpearlman.org/BestPractices/SchoolsILike.htm
https://www.wiley.com/en-us/Timeless+Learning:+How+Imagination,+Observation,+and+Zero+Based+Thinking+Change+Schools-p-9781119461692
https://www.wiley.com/en-us/Timeless+Learning:+How+Imagination,+Observation,+and+Zero+Based+Thinking+Change+Schools-p-9781119461692
https://www.wiley.com/en-us/Timeless+Learning:+How+Imagination,+Observation,+and+Zero+Based+Thinking+Change+Schools-p-9781119461692
https://press.princeton.edu/titles/11224.html
https://press.princeton.edu/titles/11224.html
https://www.wiley.com/en-us/Building+School+2+0:+How+to+Create+the+Schools+We+Need-p-9781118076828
https://www.wiley.com/en-us/Building+School+2+0:+How+to+Create+the+Schools+We+Need-p-9781118076828


Upcoming Legislative Session 

EVENT VENUE DATE  

AASA National Conference on Education 
Effective Leadership Creates Success 

Los Angeles, CA 2/14-2/16/19 More info 

MSSA Drive-In Workshop Augusta Civic Center 
Augusta, ME 

3/8/19 Save the Date 

2019 AASA/MJASA/MJPSA 
Women’s Leadership Conference 

The Palace at Somerset Park 
Somerset, NJ 

3/14-3/15/19 More info 

MSSA Presents Manny Scott Augusta Civic Center 
Augusta, ME 

4/1/19 Save the Date 

Manny Scott 
 

Mark Your Calendar 
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If you have questions about any articles in this newsletter or suggestions for 
improving this publication, please let us know. 

You can contact me, MSSA Executive Director Eileen King at 
eking@msmaweb.com. 

Follow us on Twitter and Facebook! 

Twitter:  @msma207 

Facebook:  “Like” our Maine School Manage-

ment Association page and send us a “friend 

request” on our MSMA page. 

MSSA Mission Statement 
     The Maine School Superintendents Association (MSSA) is 

an organization that is committed to leadership: 

 Leadership to provide equity, create opportunities for and 

promote the success of every student; 

 Leadership to develop ethical, visionary and competent 

leaders by: 

   Offering professional learning opportunities for 

     leaders 

 Promoting community and legislative support for edu-

cation 

 Providing member services 

 

Core Values and Beliefs 

We believe members shall: 

  Maintain high expectations for all students, staff and 

 ourselves 

  Advocate for resources essential to student learning 

 Act with integrity and model professional behavior 

 Champion the advancement of public education 

 

Professional Vacancies 
RSU #67 
Superintendent of Schools 
Chester, Lincoln, and Mattawamkeag, Maine 
 

Application Deadline:  February 8, 2019 
*Position will remain open until a suitable candidate is 
approved by the Board of Directors. 
Effective Date:  July 1, 2019 
 
MSAD #75 
Superintendent of Schools 
Bowdoin, Bowdoinham, Harpswell, and Topsham, Maine 
 

Application Deadline:  February 15, 2019 
Effective Date:  July 1, 2019 
 
Brunswick School Department 
Assistant Superintendent 
Brunswick, Maine 
 

Application Deadline:  February 15, 2019 
Effective Date:  July 1, 2019 
 
Scarborough Public Schools 
Superintendent of Schools 
Scarborough, Maine 
 

Application Deadline:  February 25, 2019 
Effective Date:  July 1, 2019 
 
Moosabec CSD #917 & School Union #103 
P/T Superintendent of Schools (3/5) 
Jonesport and Beals, Maine 
 

Position will remain open until a suitable candidate is 
found. 
 

For more information on vacancies, please visit 

https://www.msmaweb.com/services/job-vacancies/ 

http://nce.aasa.org/
http://www.aasa.org/nj-cfp.aspx
https://www.msmaweb.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Manny-Scott-Information-Kit-2019.pdf
mailto:eking@msmaweb.com
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Maine-School-Management-Association/550993928364893?ref=bookmarks
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Maine-School-Management-Association/550993928364893?ref=bookmarks
https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100006741768095
http://www.msmaweb.com/mssa/job-vacancies/
https://www.msmaweb.com/services/job-vacancies/

