Subject Areas Overlap in the 21st Century Classroom
MORGANTOWN, W.Va.  – Visitors to Eric Kincaid’s classroom at Morgantown High School might think at first glance that they’ve walked into an English class. Students are huddled together around laptops working on videos, designing web pages, writing papers and gathering research material from the Internet. Then they notice the lab equipment and realize this isn’t English, but a biology class in the 21st century.

“Science today is more than learning the content,” Kincaid said. “Students need to learn communication skills to convey the information they’ve learned.  I tell my students if they want to go into science and be successful, publication is the goal. That means not only mastering the science but learning how to effectively share that information with colleagues.”

From preschool to high school, public education is changing in West Virginia. The content being taught has been updated to be as challenging as any subjects taught nationally or internationally. The focus is on core curriculum, like the biology learned by Kincaid’s students, as well as performance skills, including critical thinking, problem solving, creativity and collaboration. It’s called Global21: Students deserve it. The world demands it. 
“We want students to work, to experience and explore relevant, real world problems, questions, issues and challenges,” said West Virginia Superintendent of Schools Steve Paine. “When the focus in the classroom moves from fact memorization to what students know and can do, that’s when real learning takes place.”
In the U.S. and countries across the globe, students today never knew a world without the Internet. They live, learn and play in a media-saturated society. These digital natives literally take in the world via the filter of computing devices, from cell phones to handheld gaming devices to laptops.  
A survey by the Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation found that young people ages eight to18 mainline electronic media for more than six hours a day, on average.  Many are multitasking – listening to music while surfing the Web or instant messaging friends while playing a video game. Yet when they go to school, these same children say they have to “power down.”  When they do so, they often become disengaged from learning.

That’s one reason many educators and parents think 21st century learning means learning to use  technology. But while technology is important in the 21st century classroom, it is merely a tool to enhance learning, Paine said.
“We want to help our students become producers of information and not just consumers of information,” Paine said. “We don’t want technology to drive instruction. We want technology to enhance learning through solid, standards-based teaching.  Our teachers can use technology to help children interact, learn and understand.”

Just because students are techno-savvy doesn’t mean they are media literate. Today’s students understand how to access and utilize technology, but many of them are unsure how to differentiate valid information online from fraudulent entries. Learning such skills will help them to be successful in the global world.
Kincaid, West Virginia’s 2008 Teacher of the Year, said teaching students how to choose reliable sources is a vital 21st century skill. Still some students and many parents cling to the textbook.

“The main means of reference today is not text-based but is Web-based,” said Kincaid, West Virginia’s 2008 Teacher of the Year. “If you are only teaching from a textbook, the information can be wrong. It takes three to six years from concept to publication. A lot can happen in six years. Particularly in the sciences, we can do things we couldn’t do last year. If you cut off your finger, we can now grow part of that back. We have that ability. Most textbooks say that’s impossible.”
A recent report on mathematics education, funded and released by the U.S. Department of Education, concluded that the best learning happens when students learn basic content and processes, such as math rules and procedures, at the same time that they learn how to solve problems. 

“I have always believed that to really understand a concept a person should hear it, see it and do it and that is what I try to do with the concepts I teach,” Kincaid said. “Teachers don’t work in a vacuum and students don’t learn that way either. This is a really exciting time to be a teacher because technology allows us and our students to do amazing things.” 

