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As the new school year begins, we have the opportunity to challenge ourselves and our wonderful children with learning opportunities that will truly make them 21st century learners.

The following excerpt is from a "Welcome Back" address I gave to the Jeffco School District administrators at the end of July. I feel it speaks to issues that all of us embrace, or should embrace, as we support and nourish the development of each Jeffco child.

"Last year I talked to you about what business expects from our students. Students will need strong critical thinking skills, collaborative skills and good communication skills. Currently, 30 percent of American high school students do not graduate in four years, and of those who do go on to college, not much more than one-quarter graduate with a degree in technologically intensive fields.

I've spent a lot of time thinking this summer about what we do about the Colorado Paradox (Colorado has one of the largest college educated populations but a large number of high school dropouts), about 21st century students, about the characteristics we ascribe to this new "brand" of students, and about the difference between students of the future, students of the past, and students of the present.

What does this kind of education look like? How do we measure success? I don't know. But I do know that we need to be thoughtful and intentional when we consider how we educate our students. In 1887, John Lubbock was heard commenting "The important thing is not so much that every child should be taught, as that every child should be given the wish to learn."

Let's talk a little bit about how we get children to be given the wish to learn. This refers to every child, not just the "easy" ones. As we look to history, we reflect on what art was produced during a certain time period: the literature, the music, the visual and performing arts. Without these disciplines, we wouldn't know much about nor understand the historical events of the time.

Dan Ritchie, former chancellor of the University of Denver and now president of the Denver Center for the Performing Arts, reminds us that to be one of the most exciting cities in the world, we must be one of the most exciting cities for the arts. To directly tie this to your work: students exposed to the arts, especially the performing arts, have marked improvement in behavior, attendance, and of course, test scores.

I'm afraid that as we think about preparing students for the 21st century we are missing something quite important. We need to consider: Do we have 21st century teachers and do we have 21st century administrators? How many of your staff know about and use Skype, iPods or MP3 players? How many have a Nintendo Wii at home and understand its power in keeping your mind alert? Senior citizens all around the country are doing just that. How many have blogged? Understand the value of an RSS feed? How many really use the internet to do research? Is our staff able to discern what information is both valid and reliable — and to discern fact from fiction and how to understand the bias of information? Does our staff work collaboratively to solve problems, think creatively to solve problems? If you and your faculty don't understand, don't use or don't model these behaviors, you can't expect to develop 21st century skills in our young people.

I don't mean to imply that it's all about technology — it's not. But it is a useful tool, and, let's face it — our students are masters at technology — we need to keep up. Technology affects us all, regardless of our wish to ignore it or to embrace it.

Alvin Toffler in 1990 said, "The illiterate of the 21st century will not be those who cannot read and write, but those who cannot learn, unlearn and relearn."

We know the world is round and we're finding out how small it is. Students come to school with more background information than we could imagine even five years ago.

Can you and your teachers learn, unlearn and relearn?

We must all be creative if we're to adapt to our world's changes. We need to find new opportunities for funding education for our children. We must create new opportunities to engage all parents. We must find new and different ways to engage students. We must continue to "think outside the box." We need to remember that children are our focus. We must continue to learn, unlearn and relearn so that Jeffco students all leave our schools with the wish to learn, the ability to learn, unlearn and to relearn.

We must seize every opportunity to provide incredible educational opportunities for all of our children — schools must be more attractive than what is lurking outside of school. It will take everyone in this organization to fully commit themselves to this goal to make it work. This Jeffco Board of Education is counting on all of you to make this commitment."

Parents: I hope that you will partner with our school district to support and foster this effort. Our children deserve the best we can offer. Let's model 21st century learning.
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