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Embrace the Future:
NCSS and P21

Michael M. Yell and John Box

Recently one of my 12-year-old students was organizing one of my shelves when
she asked, “Mr. Yell, what the heck is this?” I turned around and discovered that she
was holding a three-quarter-inch computer disk. It hadn’t seemed that long ago to me
that our students all had these disks assigned to them.

Most teachers have dozens of sto-
ries like this; stories that bring to life,
often in humorous ways, developments
in every day life that serve to remind
us of the rapidity of change; change
that will be a constant in the lives of
our students.

The students in my social studies
classes are seventh graders. Most enter
my classes as 12 year olds, and leave as
13 year olds. It is a fun and exciting age,
full of change and promise. My students
will be graduating from high school in
2013 and many will complete college
and begin their first professions in about
2018. What the world our students enter
will be like, and how we—as social stud-
ies teachers—can prepare them for this
world, are questions that we face.

The teaching and learning outcomes
required in the 21st century social
studies classroom are radically dif-
ferent from those of just a generation
ago. Today and into the future, our
students will be confronted by pres-
sures including the continual need to
learn and relearn, to be nimble, to cope
with global issues and competition, and
to deal with an ever-increasing rate of
innovation. These pressures require
that our curriculum include not only a
deep understanding of our disciplines,

but the important skills and themes of
the 21st century; themes such as global
awareness, problems solving, critical
thinking, and innovation and creativity
are vital in an increasingly intercon-
nected global workforce society.

All young people today need to be
critical thinkers, adaptable, and good
communicators, no matter what life
path they choose. They also must be
creative, innovative, and show aptitude
in evolving skill areas such as informa-
tion, media, and technology. In addition,
demonstrating global awareness as well
as knowledge in such areas as finance
and civic literacy is increasingly neces-
sary to navigate today’s world. We have
a full plate!

Weaving 21st century learning themes
throughout our curriculum is essential
today. Social studies teachers need to
equip our students with these skills, and
need the ideas, the knowledge, and the
curricular tools to help them to do so.

Creating a Framework for 21st
Century Learning

The National Council for the Social
Studies, in conjunction with the
Partnership for 21st Century Skills, the
nation’s leading advocacy organization
focused on infusing 21st century skills
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into education, is committed to bringing
this expanded focus to social studies
teachers. The two organizations have
collaborated on some exciting resources
and ideas to help social studies educa-
tors bring a 21st century focus to their
classrooms.

The mission of the Partnership for
21st Century Skills is to position 21st
century skills at the center of United
States K-12 education by building part-
nerships among the business community,
education leaders, and policymakers.
The Partnership articulates a powerful
vision and advocates for an education
system aimed at ensuring every child
can succeed in the 21st century.

To that end, the Partnership pro-
vides tools and resources to help
facilitate and drive change, such as the
Framework for 21st Century Learning
(www.21stcenturyskills.org). The frame-
work presents a unified, collective
vision for 21st century learning that,
when implemented, will strengthen
American education.

The Partnership’s framework iden-
tifies core subjects and 21st century
themes. The core subjects include social
studies subjects such as history, geog-
raphy, civics, and economics. The 21st
century themes include:

e global awareness; financial, eco-
nomic, business and entrepreneurial
literacy; civic literacy; and health
literacy;



¢ learning and innovative skills (cre-
ativity and innovation, critical
thinking and problem solving, and
communication and collabora-
tion)

¢ information, media, and technology
skills (information literacy, media
literacy, and ICT literacy)

e life and career skills (flexibility and
adaptability; initiative and self-
direction; social and cross-cultural
skills; productivity; and leadership
and responsibility)

These themes should be woven
throughout those subjects. P21 also
defines how school systems can best
support these outcomes by focusing
diligently on the 21st century standards,
assessments, professional development,
curriculum and instruction, and learn-
ing environments.

ICT Literacy Map

In 2007, NCSS began working with the
Partnership to develop an Information
and Communication Technology (ICT)
Literacy Map to illustrate the intersection
between information and communication
technology and the social studies core
disciplines. The map helps social studies
educators with concrete examples of how
ICT literacy can be integrated into core
curriculum, making these core subjects
more relevant to the demands of the 21st
century.

This map (now called the 21st Century
Skills Social Studies Map, or the Road
Map) provides educators with a blueprint
for integrating 21st century technology
and communications methods within
social studies content. The map demon-
strates how teachers can develop lessons
for students that combine core skills such
as critical thinking or communications
techniques with modern technology. The
map also covers a wide range of problem-
solving examples that can be integrated

in all K-12 classes, but specifically lists
examples for grades 4, 8, and 12. In gen-
eral, the maps combine a typical learning
skill with a 21st century tool. Mastery
of this combination results in informa-

Embracing the future
also means embracing
what endures. Whatever

the trends, and whatever

the changes that our stu-

dents face as they move

out into the world...

Learning

Songs for Social Studies

is an exciting new tool for

parents and teachers. Through
music, children learn facts about
geography, archeology, early
American History, and government.

Made
Easy

Songs for Social Studies consists of 12 original
songs and curriculum packet. The packet includes lyric sheet,
crossword puzzles, definitions sheet and much more! Songs for
Social Studies will make a strong and lasting connection through
the integration of music into the academic curriculum.

“These enjoyable songs van be
used to review pertinent social
studies facts!” Janet Bibeau,
Storybook Cove

“Songs for Social Studies is both an
impressive and exciting way to
integrate differentiated instruction.”
Joe MacDonald, President of
Middle State Council for Social
Studies

Visit SongsFor.com for purchase information
and receive a FREE SONG

“It has stimulated some terrific
conversations about the world
around us. What a creative way
to teach!” Susan Love,
Copywriter and Parent
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tion and communication technology
literacy.

A copy of the social studies map can
be downloaded from the Partnership’s
website at www.21stcenturyskills.org.

The map provides educators with
concrete examples of how 21st century
skills can be integrated into social stud-
ies classrooms in 4th, 8th and 12th
grades. Its purpose is to demonstrate
how the teaching and learning of social
studies can be advanced through the
explicit integration of 21st century

skills.

Embrace the Future

What changes our students will face
over the years are not ours to know.
Trends, however, can be identified, and
we can find many claiming that they
have recognized the mega trends for the
21st century. While these lists of trends
will vary somewhat, and some empha-
size different points, several ideas to

the fore do have important implications
for social studies educators.

Embracing the future also means
embracing what endures. Whatever the
trends, and whatever the changes that
our students face as they move out into
the world, we as educators must prepare
our students in ways that will not change,
regardless of what is happening around
them. What will never change, what
will endure, is the need for high quality
disciplined thought—thought that is pur-
poseful, well reasoned, clear, complete,
and profound. Reasoning and thinking
are basic needs, and this is recognized by
both NCSS and the Partnership. If there
isa home in the curriculum for clear, well-
reasoned thought, for critical thinking, it
is in social studies.

Itis through excellence in social studies
instruction, instruction that looks toward
the accelerating pace of change that our
students will face, that all students will
receive an education that broadens their

horizons, deepens their understand-
ing of the past and present, and readies
them for the challenges of the new mil-
lennium. Working in conjunction with the
Partnership for 21st Century Skills, the
National Council for the Social Studies
will continue to provide social studies
teachers with the leadership, service, and
support to meet these challenges. &)

MicuAeL M. YELL is a 7th grade world his-
tory instructor in Hudson, Wisconsin, and the
president of the National Council for the Social
Studies. His email is myell@ncss.org. Joun Box
is the vice-president of Product Development
and Support for Junior Achievement Worldwide.
Johnis the chairperson of the Partnership for 21s¢
Century Skills.
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National History Education Clearinghouse—connecting history educators to content
resources, teaching materials, strategies, and news for transforming history education.
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