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21st Century Skills-Another Perspective
by John DÕAuria

This is my 39th year as an educator. By now I should be immune to the buzz phrases that dominate our field and 
build to a frenzy until every workshop title, strategic plan and memo from the Department of Education refer-
ences the new hot topic. Today, the expression, ÒTwenty First Century SkillsÓ is viral.    

Do any of us, nine years into the 21st century, really believe we know what technical skills students will need as 
they move into their adulthood two or three decades from now?  When I entered formal schooling in 1955, I 
wonder if anyone would have mentioned mastering technology and the implications of the World Wide Web?   
The Internet and even personal computers were not part of the consciousness of anyone at that time because 
they simply didnÕt exist. Yet, when I ponder how these two developments have impacted my life, my career, and 
my learning, it is difficult for me to imagine how they could have been left off anyoneÕs guesstimate for what 
might have been phrased ÒLate Twentieth Century Skills.Ó The problem is that they could not be and were not 
foreseen.

I imagine that other ideas similar to the World Wide Web will emerge to dramatically impact the lives of future 
generations.  I also believe that we have a responsibility as educators to prepare students for the future.   But I 
think we need to do so by thoughtfully examining our current situation and the recent past and from that analy-
sis, gauging what fundamental, non-technological skills might withstand the test of time.  My sense is that while 
using technology is an important skill now, those from my generation who have mastered it despite our youthful 
inexperience with computers, did so because of our ability to apply these other, more fundamental skills we ob-
tained as part of our education.
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There are four ideas that I would like to offer as supportive to our studentsÕ development now and in the near 
future.  I think they would provide a solid foundation upon which new skills and abilities - even those we per-
haps cannot predict - have a reasonable chance of developing.  These ideas have been formed by an amalgam of 
my personal experiences in combination with nearly four decades of observing students grow and solve the 
problems they encounter.

1) Embrace Diverse Perspectives.  There is incredible potential when we seek out others who think differently 
than ourselves.  Too often, we gravitate towards like-minded folks and that only insulates us from expanding 
our perspective.  Whenever I have sought out those who think differently from me, I often have been astonished 
at what I learn and how much was hidden from my view.  When this act is fueled by a genuine curiosity, the dia-
logue and the conversation can produce significant learning.  Imagine if leaders who embraced the value and 
benefits of seeking out diverse thinking were directing our current debate about health care reform or fiscal pol-
icy.   What some see as a lack of civility in our national discourse has its roots, I think, in a weak educational 
foundation.  We clearly did not effectively teach the generation in charge now, how valuable it is to embrace 
diversity of thought and opinion.

2) Value Emotional Insight.  For too long, we have believed that emotions need to be controlled and segre-
gated from rational thought.  I have come to appreciate that emotions often contain important data-information 
that my cognition has been slow to grasp.  Emotions contain packets of insight.  Learning to appreciate what 
emotions and feelings offer both in myself and in others has broadened my bandwidth of knowledge.  For too 
many men, emotions were the domain of women and a source that was inferior to the rational sphere of logical 
thought.  In the complex, fast paced world we live in, we cannot afford to shut down or ignore this important 
source of information.  As Jonah Lehrer recently wrote in ÒHow We Decide,Ó ÒThe emotional brain is especially 
useful at helping us make hard decisions.  Its massive computational power-its ability to process millions of bits 
of data in parallel-ensures you can analyze all the relevant information when assessing alternatives.  Mysteries 
are broken down into manageable chunks, which are then translated into practical feelings.Ó

3) Foster Creativity.  Our economy and our countryÕs history have roots in inventive thinking.  Seeing what is 
special or unique in what others view as commonplace is a valuable skill.  The capacity to develop new tools, 
new approaches, and new perspectives is a way of thinking all of us can expand and benefit from.  We need to 
value creative skills and develop them in our students.  Our ability to solve the complex problems we face and 
will confront is as dependent on imagination and ingenuity-perhaps even more so- as it is on proficiency in 
communication and mathematics.  This is a habit of mind that is most at risk in our current standardized testing 
environment.  Recently, Sir Ken Robinson stated, ÒAt the moment, instead of promoting creativity, I think weÕre 
systematically educating it out of our kids.Ó

4) Develop a Growth Mindset.  While we canÕt know with much confidence what difficulties our students will 
face when they enter their careers, we can be reasonably certain that they will have to solve complex problems.  
Additionally, regardless of what technical skills our students graduate with, in order to prosper after they gradu-
ate, they will need to develop new abilities.  Continual learning requires perseverance and the capacity to re-
spond to challenges, including setbacks and failure, resiliently.   Carol DweckÕs research on studentsÕ ability to 
respond to initial failure indicates that those with the belief that their intelligence and ability can expand by hard 
work and the utilization of effective strategies, achieve better results than those with a fixed mindset Ð a belief 
that abilities are innate and more dependent on genetic endowment.  Those with a growth mindset are less sty-
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mied by the inevitable frustrations and setbacks that occur when learning a new skill.  We need to provide time 
and support for our students to value experimentation and strengthen their capacity to learn from mistakes.  
While errors are not what we seek, we need not fear them and we should learn to recycle them into new learn-
ing. These are the attributes of someone with a growth mindset.  Indeed, the subtitle of Henry PetroskiÕs famous 
book ÒTo Engineer is Human,Ó is, ÒThe Role of Failure in Successful DesignÓ.

While this is not a comprehensive list of skills that our students need in order to prosper, they are skills that are 
adaptable and useful within a multitude of contexts, perhaps even in situations we cannot yet envision. 

School Committee Notes 10/08/09
Acknowledgements

Dr. DÕAuria acknowledged:

★ Mrs. Phyllis Hanna (mother of Mrs. Robie Peter) for her generous donation to our Maintenance Depart-
ment of a drill press, table saw, various power tools and many hand tools.

★ Jim Farrington, Rich Connor, and Roe Trianna, for their outstanding work in cleaning up the Luce exte-
rior landscape.

★ The 82 CHS students and Mr. Ed Amico who participated in the Six Mile Annual Walk for BreastCancer 
in Boston on Sunday, October 4

SuperintendentÕs Report

¥Dr. DÕAuria presented the table below indicating the percent of elementary classes that are over the recom-
mended School Committee class size guidelines.  As the graph below indicates, approximately 13% of all 
classes K-5 were over guidelines.  
This is the lowest percentage of 
classrooms that have been over 
guidelines since 2002.
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¥The Superintendent briefed the Committee on the initial work of our new energy manager, Mr. Carlos  Alonso-
Niemeyer who works half time for the Canton Public Schools and half time for the Sharon Public Schools.  Mr. 
Alonso-Niemeyer spent a day with Mr. Larry Schoff from the U.S. Department of Energy touring all the Canton 
Schools analyzing ways to reduce energy consumption.  One upcoming project will involve removing a pre-
scribed number of light bulbs in ceiling fixtures.  When done precisely, lighting will still exceed standard guide-
lines and save kilowatt usage.
¥Dr. DÕAuria also briefed the Committee on the implementation of the new Nutrikids System that has been in-
stalled in all the student cafeterias.  In addition to providing  comprehensive accounting data, the system allows 
parents to go online and make prepayments for their childrenÕs school lunches. Like any new system, there have 
been a few bumps in its implementation.  However, the Superintendent indicated that at the high school where 
the system was first introduced 11 days ago, lunch purchases seem to be close to normal.   At the elementary 
schools, the younger students are still getting used to the new procedures for purchasing lunches but it is gradu-
ally becoming an established routine.
¥Dr. DÕAuria commented on his visits to all five schools over the past week.  He reported on the use of a new 
mobile laptop ÒlabÓ at the Hansen, work being done on inclusion at JFK, new approaches to the Individual Sup-
port Team at the Luce, professional development on differentiated instruction at the middle school, the begin-
ning of a self-study (part of the accreditation process) at the high school,  and recent system wide professional 
development work on helping traumatized children learn.
¥The Superintendent also commented on some recent confusion around the use of textbooks at the middle 
school.  He indicated that some parents have expressed a concern because of a lack of texts in certain subjects.  
Dr. DÕAuria indicated that sometimes teachers pull from multiple sources in order to teach concepts in mathe-
matics, for example,  rather than relying on a single text.  He also indicated that in English, using novels and 
other sources of literature can provide a richer language arts experience for students than excerpts found in an 
anthology.  
¥The Superintendent noted that on October 13, the DistrictÕs Central Council will have its first meeting of the 
year.  Central Council consists of representatives of all the CAPTs, the high school School Council, and the 
Canton Parent Advisory Council for Student Services (CPACSS).  The purpose of the Central Council is to 
share ideas across the District and to discuss issues of concern directly with the Superintendent.

Canton High Social Studies Department Update

Mr. Pat Connor, Department Coordinator for Social Studies at Canton High provided an update on the depart-
mentÕs work.  Mr. Connor discussed the goals of the department which are to develop Òinformed, thoughtful 
citizensÓ and to help students learn how to think like historians or social scientists.  The DepartmentÕs Freshman 
course emphasizes important research and analytical skills that students must learn in order to be able to study 
history and understand the subtle nuances that impact a context.  Sophomore and Junior year courses focus on 
U.S. History.  This is a recent change in that U.S. History used be only a one year course of study.  Seniors have 
a number of exciting electives to choose from including Economics, Political Science, Psychology, and Sociol-
ogy.

H1N1 Update

Nurse Leader, Mrs. Janet Donnelly, presented to the School Committee some tentative plans on how to best 
prepare for the upcoming flu season particularly in relationship to H1N1.   Mrs. Donnelly discussed the impor-
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tance of vaccinating as many of students as possible as the best prescription for the health of the community.  
Logistically, this is a challenging task that will take a significant amount of coordination and cooperation.  One 
plan that was examined was to set up vaccination clinics in the schools during the day.  The Committee and 
Mrs. Donnelly discussed the pros and cons of that plan as well as an approach that would provide the school 
community with an opportunity to utilize a vaccination clinic on a Saturday or on some evenings after school. 
Committee members raised a number of concerns related to the Òduring the school dayÓ plan, including the ad-
ditional burdens it would place on school nurses as well as concerns for younger children who might be better 
served receiving a vaccination with their parents present.  Chairperson Schutt requested that Mrs. Donnelly re-
turn for the next School Committee meeting on October 22 with with updated recommendation that would ad-
dress the concerns raised at this meeting.

Budget Status

School Business Administrator, Mr. Ken Leon, provided the Committee with a Budget Status Report as of 9/30/
09.  Mr. Leon is currently projecting a negative variance of $880,931.  This deficit has been offset by a surplus 
of $50,044 in positive salary attrition, $364,987 in Federal Stimulus Grants, and $150,000 in revolving account 
monies. These offsets have reduced the deficit to $315,900.  This projected deficit is attributed to the most vola-
tile area of the budget: special education and in particular three line items related to collaborative tuitions, resi-
dential tuitions, and special education transportation.  The School Committee has met with the Board of Select-
men and FinCom about these fiscal concerns.  Additionally, the Committee has invited Senator Joyce and Rep-
resentative Galvin to attend the November 19 School Committee meeting so that they might discuss ways of 
addressing these budgetary issues.
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