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SKILLS FOR LIFE
Today's students live in a changing world; schools need new ways to help
them thrive

By LES LOOMIS

State learning standards define crucial goals for schools and students to pursue. The standards

are reflected in the courses and exams that students must pass in order to earn a high school

diploma. According to independent adgdnthassessnentsssank New Yor
among the very best of any state in the nation.

Increasingly, however, educators are questioning whether those standards aim at the right
targets. Many college freshmen find it necessary to take remedial courses. Many employers
express disappointment with basic math and writing skills of recent graduates.

With our highly rated standards and assessments, we can hope that New York graduates would
fare better in comparisons. But there is another concern: whatever the quality of our current
standards, whatever our success in helping students attain them, they need to change if schools
are to equip young people for the demands the future will impose on them.

Part of the challenge was framed bythe Ne w Y o r k Thdnasrrisdthan in a December

2006 column. He asked, fAWhy should any empl oyer anywher e
highly skilled work i if other people, just as well educated, are available in less developed

countries f or FHirailedmainrd swhatgmessv@aomworkers will get paid a

premium Aéonly i f they or their firms offer a uni
demands a skilled and creative labor force to conceive, design, market and manufacture i and a
labor force thatis constantlyab| e t o keep | earning. o

Parents and employers recognize that for students to succeed when they move to the next level
of education or beyond, it is not content knowledge that counts, but the ability to apply skills
and knowledge in different contexts. Our new standards must put greater stress on developing
the capabilities that Friedman suggests.

These include analytical reasoning, problem solving, writing, thinking across disciplines, and
working in a team.
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They also encompass personal behaviors that prepare students to take increasing responsibility
for their own learning i persistence, gauging their own performance, seeking help, and pacing
their work to meet deadlines and expectations.

Approaches to content knowledge must change as well. Most of the nations we regard as
economic competitors shun our practice of racing to cover a wide swath of material in each
subject, each year. Instead, they focus on assuring that students comprehend core concepts and
ways of thinking in each discipline. That same approach is employed in American colleges and
universities.

Fortunately, New York State is acting to ensure that schools are pursuing the right goals for our

young people. The State Legislature accepted Gov er nor Spitzer és proposal to
statebs | earning standards, a process MNewat St
Yorkés school superintendents want to put forward

First, the standards should be developed with the end in mind: what should young people know
and be able to do if they are to succeed in college or the workplace? Thinking and problem-
solving are the new basic skills.

Second, before taking the obvious step of reviewing standards for each subject separately, one
after another, the effort must be considered as a whole. The most essential skills cannot be
taught in just one subject or just one year.

Third, the work of revising standards should engage representatives from higher education and
of employers, not just school teachers and administrators. School professionals may be too
quick to jump to considering how standards could be taught and tested, and not adequately
anticipate what will be expected of students once they cross beyond schoolhouse doors.

Fourth, because knowledge keeps expanding and skill demands continue changing, the process
of updating standards can never stop. The state must plan to continuously repeat the cycle of
reviews.

Fifth, the exercise must consider how the new standards will be assessed. Teaching to the test
cannot be avoided, so we need tests that are worth teaching to.

Standards are a starting point but state tests are what truly signal priorities to schools and
teachers. New assessments must reinforce the priority that all students need to develop higher
order thinking skills and that all teachers and school leaders bear responsibility for helping
them reach that goal. Assessments should be more skill-based; mastering subject matter
knowledge alone should not be enough to earn a passing grade.

Earlier this year, the Council of School Superintendents called for recognition of education as a
civil right. The civil rights movement of the last century challenged all Americans to be true to
our best heritage by finally assuring all our citizens equal treatment under law. Now we must
guarantee that all children can have the quality education we would demand for our own
children.

Delivering on that promise begins by assuring that our schools teach the skills and knowledge
that our children must have to thrive in the world they will inherit from us.



