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We used to think that we wanted to prepare students for their future.
But thinking of what they would like to be individually, without considering their 

immediate community and larger (global) context is no longer enough
Because with technology and current global challenges, the world has shrunk. We 

don’t know what kinds of jobs there will be in the future, or what sorts of 
problems they will encounter throughout their careers and lives, so our goals 
in education have changed.
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Source:  Tom Van der Ark, iNACOL 2017 ask his audience:
“What would you say are the most pressing issues today?”
The list you see in this slide where the responses provided by the audience 

(based on my notes.)

I don’t know if this list is accurate, although I agree that many of these are 
challenges we face. What we do know is that the problems are different from 
the problems we thought we had 20 or 30 years ago.  Regardless of whether 
the problems have changed, we know that we, human beings evolved and 
survived in the world by working in society, in collaboration, – not alone.  And 
yet, our school systems have in many ways promoted the idea of learning in 
isolation.

However, in the face of all the global changes we are experiencing collectively, as 
a species, many K-12 schools and districts around the globe are reconsidering 
what are the important skills, knowledge and attitudes students will need to 
be productive and successful citizens in their countries and of the world.
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Challenges in the USA:

Politics:
Focus on politics as well as “inequity” are the root of most of our problems. 

1. A structural problem. The authorities in each district (roughly each county or 

city) are elected officials

• Local neighborhood citizens elect the members of the “Board of 

Education” for each district. 

• In some cases the elected members of large districts want the 

best education, but may not know what are the best ways to 

improve the learning environments. 

• They are representatives of a local community.

• While local leaders and citizens may be well-intended, this does 

not mean that citizens know what is best for education. This is 

the equivalent of having local elected officials run hospitals and 

health.

• In this context, educators propose the programs and changes 

they thingk
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2. Budget instability: In addition, each State Legislation Body (each state has a local 
government) can modify the education budget. This can lead to inequity. For 
example: One state may allocate $16,000/year per student, but another may only 
provide a little over $7000/year per student. In addition, the amount provided 
can vary from one year to another, based on new legislations, votes, etc. In other 
words, districts are never completely sure about how much money they will get 
from the state and/or from the city.  This situation is disruptive, leads to talent 
attrition, and in many cases causes a “depressed” climate inside a district. 

Inequity:
The US has always been a diverse society with new immigrants. The difference is that 
typically, the 2nd generation was able to move "up" in the social chain. However, 
more recently we find that there are (primarily large urban and isolated rural) 
pockets where poverty and its social problems have become  pervasive. What is the 
role of technology in this disparity and what are USA educators doing?
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Consequences
The single most important problem in the USA is to provide good education to all
1. We are at a point in the history of human groups, when those who can afford to 

access and master technology will have infinite possibilities for success
2. In the absence of technology access for all, the growing gap between those who 

have good income those who do not (the “haves” and “have-nots”) can widen 
and become unsurmountable

3. Our poorest students lack home devices and connectivity, parents who can help 
them, knowledge of education pathways and career options. Many of our low 
income, minority students have to work after school and have no time to study. 
District leaders ask themselves, How can we support them?

4. By the time they enter kindergarten, low income students already have 3000 less 
words in their vocabulary. How can we help them close this gap?

5. When they graduate and enter the workforce, our students will have to face 
increasingly complex problems that require more than ever collaboration, 
communication and critical thinking skills to survive, or better even, to thrive. 
Simple jobs will be mechanized. In other words, we have to teach them how to 
be producers of technology, producers of solutions, not consumers.
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6. It may even be a matter of  “thrive or perish,” but communities and even 
countries will not be able to do this in isolation. This is why so many of us 
educators meet and discuss new models and methods for education
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Lack of vision:
1. Education is not just getting information - Because education funds are driven 

by taxes, the national discourse is shared with well-intended common citizens 
and politicians, who want to ensure successful schools but may not always 
understand best practices. This has led to a focus on end-of-course exams as the 
sole measure of success. As educators, we know this alone is not a good measure 
of “learning”

2. Curriculum, or “Program of study” – We have continued to add new “human 
knowledge" to our curriculum, instead of focusing on skills to learn, reflect, 
problem-solve and produce

The most thoughtful districts are thinking in new ways:
1. “Learning to learn” is the most important approach to consider, so our students 

can become “life-long learners” who adapt and learn new things as society and 
the world changes

2. We cannot think of learning in isolation (one child at a time) like we used to.  We 
have to teach them collaboration skills (includes, negotiation, constructive 
disagreement, dialogue, communication of all sorts)
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3. We cannot focus on accumulating information– but no one has figured out yet 
what to take out of the curriculum (or program) so we can make room for skills

4. New school models continue to develop – Project/problem-based, learner 
autonomy and productivity, deeper learning, balanced assessment are some of 
the new strategies

And we have to do some guessing – what will the world be like? 
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Definition of madness: continuing to do the same thing and be surprised when it has 
the same outcome
If we walk through traditional schools:  
• Elementary:… eagerness to learn
• Middle school… incredible creative energy and hope
• High school you begin to see the fruits of our inability to deliver the kinds of 

learning environments we humans thrive in: it could be hopelessness, or anger, 
or hope and excitement.  

When we visit schools we are reminded of
• our shared human aspirations
• the amount of love it takes to support and encourage learning
• our own hopes and anxieties when we were growing up – or our children’s 

curiosity and hopes

How do you think your students feel when they walk in your schools today?

We will succeed when all of us: educators, resource & services providers in education 
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remember why we decided to be educators
• We didn’t get into education for the money. 

And for those of us who are school district officials, we must remember:
• delivering the right type of environments is more important than the petty 

bureaucratic fights
• collaboration between academics & tech interoperability are a must, not an 

option –
• This collaboration takes VISION and LEADERSHIP
Each district and school can design and build the digital ecosystem that will enable 
the kind of learning each child needs – so students can achieve the futures they 
dream
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visionary and innovative schools are including students in the design of learning 
processes – attend our workshops to learn more
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Define what success really look like – and don’t be afraid to revise and alter as one 
learns. Take a “Lab” approach to designing the learning environment needed for the 
21st Century

For Houston it was providing diverse sources of content to address all the needs (the 
Houston digital library –
• a one-stop-shop, to search for relevant content in various formats, reading levels, 

etc.
• And where teachers can collaborate to produce content
• Automate some tasks to save teachers time and re-focus on students
• Data transparency for teachers and students (active learners)
• Empower students – let them find content, guide them on how to decide if it is 

reliable information. Help them become “contributors” in human society
• to enable student-centered instruction, differentiation, flexible pacing, provide 

them with choices so they can remember how much they love to learn
• Consider the Socio-emotional Learning environment in your schools. We cannot 

control how they live at home, but we can make sure that their school is the one 
place where they feel safe, important, empowered.
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As long as we collaborate and practice effective dialogue to find the kinds of 
environments that our students need to become flexible, global-minded, life-long 
learners, we will be able to create the kind of learning context(s) our students need.
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The hard work, in practice:
• Breaking down silos: Like most problems in the 21st century, this effort 

requires aligned collaboration of teams of experts
• We understood that this effort is requiring the re-thinking of learning models 

– and it is hard to “let go” of how we “used to” do things
• We need to allow “constructive disagreement” (and put in place protocols to 

handle them) – so we can provide various excellent learning resources and 
support the development of skills: communication, negotiation, conflict-
management, etiquette

• Commercial interests: EdTech companies have a responsibility too - to design 
effective business models without robbing all students of life-long 
opportunities

This requires (from vendors):
• A solid commitment to the learning environments Higher Education and K12 

need – top-down and bottom-up
• Advocacy, to get all stakeholders working, collaborating
• Educators must demand the right solutions and fight corruption
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(President Johnson visit to NASA – asked a 
Janitor (cleaning employee), what is your 
job? The janitor answer: “Putting a man in 
the moon”
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