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West Virginia has embarked on a program to transform public education in 
the state, creating a more rigorous system that will give students the skills 
they need to ensure their success in the twenty-first century. This program—
GLOBAL21: Students deserve it. The world demands it—takes a systemic 
approach in its goal to create a West Virginia that will thrive in the global 
economy. We adapted the name of  the program from the Partnership for 21st 
Century Skills, which we joined in November of  2005—the second state to 
do so after North Carolina. We joined the partnership because we recognized 
that there was more that needed to be done in public education. We believe 
in the core mission of  No Child Left Behind and think it was one of  the most 
important pieces of  civil rights legislation every enacted. However, because 
the outcomes of  NCLB were not as carefully defined as they could have 
been, we felt that there was a deeper agenda that needed to be accomplished 
beyond it. 

GLOBAL21: Students deserve it. The world demands it.

In creating the framework for GLOBAL21, we adapted many principles 
of  the partnership. First of  all, we strongly believe in maintaining the core 
subjects: mathematics, reading, English/language arts, social studies, science, 
the arts. The next component, however, involves the integration of  twenty-
first-century skills: teaching kids to be critical thinkers, problem solvers, self-
directed learners, creative learners, entrepreneurial learners, and integrating 
those skill sets into our core curriculum standards. The third component 
is integrating new content areas into our core subjects. For example, we 
have an ongoing project with our state treasurer, John Purdue, in which we 
integrate the concepts of  personal economic literacy into those core concept 
areas. Think about the relevancy of  that content in today’s environment. We 
also look at civic literacy, wellness skills, and global awareness, and try to 
incorporate these concepts within the content areas of  the core curriculum. 
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Contextual Learning

An important question in any new model of  learning is, How do we teach 
kids in these core content areas? In West Virginia, the answer is project-
based, or authentic, learning—the fourth element of  our twenty-first century 
curriculum. Let me give you an example of  a lesson plan that actually grew 
out of  an authentic happening. One day after school, two teachers backed 
their cars into each other in the teacher parking lot. One of  the teachers came 
into class the next day, grouped her students into project teams, and charged 
them with figuring out how to redesign the teacher parking lot to minimize 
the probability of  an accident occurring, as well as determining who was at 
fault in the previous day’s incident. And so the very first thing the kids had 
to do was go down to the mayor’s office, talk to the city manager, and begin 
to take a careful look at the legal requirements for a parking space within a 
parking lot in Charleston. When they came back, they started working on 
square-footage calculations of  both a single parking space and the entire 
parking lot, then began figuring out how to lay those spaces out in the most 
effective and efficient way to get the maximum number of  spaces while 
decreasing the likelihood of  teachers backing their cars into each other again. 
So within the context of  this one project, students got a great civic lesson, a 
great opportunity to engage with public officials, and a practical means by 
which to learn the principles of  geometry and probability. This is what we 
mean by contextual learning. 

Technology Integration

The fifth aspect that we believe very strongly in is the importance of  harnessing 
the power of  technology and integrating its effective use to maximize learning 
in our classrooms. I remember peering over my daughter’s shoulder as she 
did her homework one night when she was in high school, and she’s on 
Instant Messenger. I said, “Elizabeth, you need to do your homework, not 
converse with you buddies.” “Well I am, Dad; look.” The first thing I saw was 
“DIH”—“Dad is here”—but then I began to look at the dialogue of  the text 
with her friends and saw that they were solving chemistry problems together 
and asking very thoughtful, deliberate questions as they progressed. It was 
very impressive that they had figured out how to harness this technology—
and this is just a very basic tool. There is so much technology out there that 
we’re limited only by our imaginations in terms of  how we can delve into our 
kids’ world. 
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Collaboration with Outside Partners

West Virginia has established a broad array of  partners to support all aspects 
of  the initiative. In building this network, we’ve drawn on the best and most 
innovative programs and organizations to ensure that our students will receive 
the highest quality education. Our partners encompass a diverse group that 
had assembled around the agenda, believing like us that NCLB is important 
but is not really getting at the kinds of  performance skill sets that we need for 
our children to come out of  school globally intelligent and resilient. 

What we’re embarking on is a systemic transformation process. West Virginia 
is a fairly small state, with the lowest per capita income in the country; in 
fact, our schools have about a 60 percent free- or reduced-lunch rate. Among 
our adult populations, we have the lowest percentage of  bachelor-degree 
attainment of  any state in the country. Yet we are refusing to believe that 
our kids can’t achieve in the same way that other kids in this country and in 
this world do, and so we have really taken it upon ourselves to raise the bar 
in terms of  where we are. Here I’d like to focus on a few of  the system-wide 
changes within our state school system. 

Standards and Curriculum  

We assembled a group of  teachers after National Assessment of  Educational 
Progress (NAEP) scores came back in 2005 and we figured out that well-
intentioned people had inadvertently low-balled our standards. Our NAEP 
scores had taken a dip for the first time in ten years, and so we really had to 
bite the bullet and decide what we were going to do about it. We came to the 
conclusion that we needed to revise our content standards and objectives as 
well as our NCLB assessment—WESTEST—so that they both reflected more 
cognitive demands and integrated twenty-first-century skill sets within the 
curriculum and within a balanced system of  assessment, of  which 50 percent 
would focus on assessment strategies and the other 50 percent on benchmark 
and classroom assessments. We wanted to work on creating assessment-
literate teachers, which involves focusing on the concepts of  classroom 
assessment. As we’ve developed our content standards and objectives, we’ve 
built in a feature where we can turn our curriculum over every year for the 
next five years in order to make it leaner and meaner. In Singapore they have 
a concept called Teach Less, Learn More, which is based on the idea that by 
narrowing the curriculum and remaining focused, a deeper, richer learning 
can be achieved. The problem on the front end is that it’s risky to narrow the 
curriculum before we’re sure our teachers have been sufficiently trained in the 
kinds of  skill sets that we’ve embedded into our standards. We’ve gone through 
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many reviews and many rounds of  analysis, looking at our standards against 
those of  other states, with Massachusetts being our benchmark; workplace/
college readiness skills; and even international standards. But just setting the 
standards and objectives doesn’t guarantee that they’ll be implemented. One 
day when I had some extra time between speaking engagements, I called three 
teachers that I’d known in my early days and asked them what they thought 
about the new content standards and objectives, which had gone into effect 
that fall. All three of  them said something to the effect of, “I guess I better 
take a look at those things, huh?” I knew right then we had a problem, and 
so we met with superintendents and asked them if  they knew what kind of  
learning was actually taking place in their classrooms. When they replied that 
certainly it was standards based, I asked them if  they had any evidence. And 
of  course they didn’t. After that we made a concerted effort to find out what 
was actually happening in our classrooms and discovered that most were still 
clearly textbook driven. We then made a ruling requiring all our districts to 
submit a plan of  action, in which superintendents must devise a strategy for 
certifying to me and to the state board of  education that they know that their 
classrooms are standards based and that their teachers are at least moving 
toward teaching the standards. There’s no finite time for implementation, but 
superintendents have to engage in thoughtful deliberation with their teachers 
and principals in order to orchestrate this plan of  action for each of  their 
districts. 

There are three ways to get at this. First is to raise the level of  content that 
students are engaged in, and of  course we have done that. Second is to 
increase the skill and knowledge of  teachers. We all know that needs to be 
done, and yet it is not a quick fix. Our biggest challenge in our state today is 
how to engage teachers in meaningful professional development experiences 
within the contractual period of  employment. Third is the concept of  isolation 
versus collaboration, which we really believe is the secret to getting our 
teachers to successfully teach those skill sets outlined in GLOBAL21. We’ve 
seen television icons like Perry Mason, Ben Casey, and the Lone Ranger 
handle the legal, medical, and law enforcement worlds by themselves, but 
today the focus is on groups, such as Boston Legal, Grey’s Anatomy, and CSI. 
Collaboration is required to successfully function in these worlds. And just as 
it was for television’s Mr. Kotter, our team of  teachers today is still isolated 
in the classroom. I cut my teeth on Larry Lezotte as school practitioner and 
principal and so forth, and he once said to me, “We got it right, Steve, when 
we built the house of  effective schools, but we missed one thing—we didn’t 
build a back porch.” 
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We’ve spent a lot of  time with our districts, superintendents, and other key 
players and are now challenging every district to figure out not only how 
they’re going to move to a standards-based teaching culture but also how 
they’re going to build in time so that thoughtful deliberation can occur in a 
very meaningful way in our classrooms—not in isolation, but in collaborative 
classrooms and teams, so that teachers can figure out how best to teach and 
assess the skill sets that are embedded within our standards. This is complex 
work, and we’ve never had the bar higher. It’s not going to be easy, but we 
have to build those back porches. Consider the possibilities of  teachers having 
one half  day during the school week to engage in common planning, where 
they can have those meaningful discussions about how to move forward with 
best practices to teach these standards. Singapore requires—and pays for—
one hundred hours per year of  research-based professional development for 
all of  its teachers. And that’s what our system is being compared to, and that’s 
what we’re up against in the future in terms of  leadership development. I 
believe that twenty-first-century learning in West Virginia requires a different 
way of  looking at accountability, which was put quite succinctly by Sandy 
Kress, who spoke at a retreat I attended and whose words really resonated 
with me: Unlike with NCLB, for every ounce of  accountability in what we 
call twenty-first-century learning, we need two ounces of  capacity building 
for our teachers and principals. We all know about standards research and 
value-added progress and the effects a bad teacher can have over three years 
or a good teacher can have over five years. And we also know that 42 percent 
of  all incremental change that goes on at a school happens because of  the 
vision of  the school principal. So we are investing heavily in our teachers and 
our principals, and we want to build their capacity to perform rather than just 
focusing on the rigid accountability that we’re so used to right now. And so 
there needs to be that 2:1 balance of  capacity building against accountability. 
There’s not any kind of  a finite term for improvement; it’s a process of  
continuous improvement that we need to condition all our educators to engage 
in. It’s not so much global competition; it’s preparing our kids to be globally 
intelligent and resilient so that they can participate in the digital global world 
of  the future, and supporting and complementing one another’s efforts as 
we move forward in the world today. And it’s really about returning to our 
roots as a nation. I read about one particular study that was done by Keith 
Baker, a former U.S. Department of  Education researcher (2007). He did an 
interesting study on the First International Mathematics Study (FIMS) and 
how performance correlates to the success of  a nation. The FIMS was given 
to a sample of  twelve-year-olds in eleven nations in 1964; the United States 
scored next to last, ahead of  Sweden. Because this test was administered some 
forty-five years ago, the world we live in today was largely created by the 
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generation that took that test. Baker looked at seven indicators of  national 
success, including the creation of  wealth, economic performance, quality of  
life, and creativity. For many of  these indicators, the higher a country test 
score, the worse it did in terms of  national success. In fact, in 74 percent 
of  the comparisons with higher nations, the United States comes out ahead. 
These outcomes lead us to rethink the long-held theory that high test scores 
lead to national success, and vice versa. We’re teaching a whole lot of  content 
on tests such as those, which is very important—I certainly don’t want to 
minimize the importance of  teaching content—but at the same time there 
are other skill sets being taught to our kids that can lead to success, as Baker’s 
reflection suggests: If  you extrapolate that the sixties generation created the 
nation in which we live, then you can surmise that perhaps standardized test 
scores don’t mean quite as much as we seem to think they mean.
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