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WELCOME PARENT ADVOCATES!
Thank you for trusting us to support you in advocating for 
an education system that empowers students to meet their 
fullest potential. We know that your child’s journey through 
school can be complicated. It’s not always easy to know 
how to be an effective advocate, whom to ask for help, and 
what specific guidance you need to ensure that students are 
well prepared for the demands of the 21st century. That’s the purpose of this toolkit: 
to empower you to understand the changing local, state, and federal education 
systems and to provide you with the information and tools to seize opportunities and 
overcome challenges so that students receive a world-class education.

Education today looks different than it did when most of us were in school. The 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), the federal law that provides 
protections for students in grades pre-K to grade 12, was passed in 1975, 
dramatically improving services and supports for students with disabilities. Schools 
have undergone enormous transformation since the passage of IDEA, but many 
students with disabilities are still being left behind. 

When most of us were in school, the digital technological revolution was only just 
starting. The American economy was driven by manufacturing, and outsourcing 
and automation were nowhere near as common as they are today. Changes in the 
workplace are happening at a staggering pace. New demands are being placed on 
schools and families to ensure that children and youth are well prepared for today’s 
realities and tomorrow’s opportunities in a rapidly changing workplace. Focusing on 
reading, writing, and arithmetic is not enough. Students must be critical thinkers and 
problem solvers, able to effectively collaborate, communicate, and advocate for their 
needs. They must make active decisions about what they need to succeed in school 
and at work, and be resilient in the face of obstacles. Throughout this toolkit, these 
and other skills and dispositions will be described, each contributing to the repertoire 
of skills needed to meaningfully engage in civic life and to contribute to, succeed in, 
and compete in a 21st century workplace.
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This toolkit is designed to provide the knowledge YOU will need to meet the challenge 
of preparing your child for this changing world. It will answer the following questions: 

• What are 21st century success skills and why are they important?

• What learning opportunities will promote the development of 21st century 
skills for children?

• What conversations should you have (and with whom) to ensure that children 
are prepared to succeed in school and beyond? 

We hope that you find this information useful for you and for fellow parents at your 
child’s school. Our goal is to nurture an unstoppable and ever-expanding community 
of confident and well-informed consumers who hold systems accountable for setting 
realistic but high bars for student achievement — and who know that, with the right 
instruction and accommodations, your child, and all children, can thrive.

Sincerely, 

Lindsay Jones 
President & CEO 
National Center for Learning Disabilities
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QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

1 What are 21st century success skills and why are they important?  
This two-page brief defines what 21st century success skills are, shares the research that 
highlights their importance, and offers firsthand perspectives from members of NCLD’s 
Young Adult Leadership Council on the value of these skills. 

2 What practices do educators leverage to ensure that students with disabilities 
develop these skills?  
NCLD hosted a working group of researchers and practitioners with expertise in the area 
of 21st century learning and students with disabilities. The group identified five strategies 
that, if implemented effectively, could support students with disabilities in developing 21st 
century skills. 

3 What does support for the development of these skills look like in practice?  
NCLD compiled case studies of four sites and captured video at two of those sites to 
show how schools can embrace the development of these skills. 

4 What local policies can school principals, district superintendents, and local 
school boards enact to empower educators to focus on these practices?  
NCLD conducted focus groups at two national conferences with educators and experts 
who focused on 21st century success skills. A set of documents was developed to help 
inform what actions school boards, district staff, and principals should take to create an 
environment that supports the acquisition of 21st century skills.

5 What are state policies that make the development of these skills more likely for 
a child like mine?  
NCLD has worked with state policy makers and experts to identify state level policies that 
support inclusive implementation of 21st century learning.

6 Are there aspects of charter schools that make the development of 21st century 
skills more or less likely compared to non-charter, public school options?  
Many parents believe charter schools provide opportunities to access 21st century learning 
that is more robust than what is offered in traditional public schools. Alternatives to 
traditional public schools can indeed offer tangible advantages or real disadvantages in 
supporting students with disabilities and their development of 21st century skills. Learn 
more about these differences in this NCLD resource.

https://www.ncld.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/WHY-NOW_-WHY-US_-A-Widening-Gap.Final_.pdf
https://www.ncld.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/WNWU-5-Key-Strategies.Final_.pdf
https://www.ncld.org/promising-strategies-in-action
https://www.ncld.org/key-strategies
http://www.ncld.org/localactionprimers
https://www.ncld.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/ACTIONS-FOR-IMPACT-Promoting-Inclusive-21st-Century-Learning.Final_.pdf
https://www.ncld.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/CHARTING-THE-COURSE.Final-1.pdf
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KEY ACTIONS TO 
ADVANCE INCLUSIVE 21ST CENTURY LEARNING
These are interesting and challenging times. “Making it” in the 21st century demands skills like 
critical thinking, problem solving, collaboration, communication, and self-advocacy. Ensuring that 
students with disabilities are ready for these demands requires that schools and districts value 21st 
century learning and take tangible actions to ensure that it is woven into the fabric of instruction 
and throughout the school community. 

Goals for Action

LEARN: Understand how 21st century skills can contribute to student success.

ORGANIZE: Connect with other parents about the importance of including 21st 
century skills throughout the K–12 school experience. 

ADVOCATE: Take action to ensure that students are provided opportunities to 
learn and practice 21st century success skills.

Actions to Take

Sit down with your child and share how important 21st century skills are for their 
success. Ask them to identify two to three practices they think would benefit 
them now and in the future.

Meet with parents of other students with and without disabilities and discuss 
why the development of these skills is so important to your children’s future.

Collectively or individually, meet with school board members, school principals, 
or district and school-based staff to discuss specific ways to insure that 
students are provided access and support in the acquisition of a 21st century 
learning experience.
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PERSONAL NOTES

Goals: What change would you like to see?

 

 
Actions: How can you reach your goals? 
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A ROADMAP FOR TAKING ACTION
No two schools or districts are alike, so the ways that parents will need to engage with school 
personnel and policy makers will vary greatly. Individuals who can influence the ways that 21st 
century learning is integrated into classrooms and school communities will vary based upon the 
composition of the school or district (public, private, or charter), the size of the school or district 
(urban districts have more staff than rural), and the prevailing culture (who traditionally has made 
decisions in specific areas of practice). Across the nation, thousands of schools assign different 
titles, roles, and responsibilities to school personnel. We’ve done our best to include the names of 
decision makers, some challenges parents may encounter, and steps to be taken when advocating 
for the incorporation of 21st century learning into school practice. 

Your child’s teacher or supervisor doesn’t believe your child can engage in 21st 
century learning.

Share information about the importance of 21st century learning with the teacher and 
support staff.

If no result, meet with the school principal together with school staff. 

If no result, communicate in writing and follow up by meeting in person with district 
administrators and school board members. Articulate how the student’s needs are not 
being met and about the need for corrective action. 

Your child’s teacher believes that your child should engage in 21st century learning 
but isn’t sure how to deliver and support that learning.

Share your knowledge and deep commitment to having 21st century learning 
incorporated into your child’s instruction and overall school experience. Offer to work 
together to have the school provide needed professional development.

If no result, meet with the school principal and request that grade or subject teams 
receive the training needed to engage students with disabilities in 21st century learning.

If no result, communicate in writing and follow up by meeting in person with school 
board members or district leadership. Inquire why teachers are not well prepared and 
receiving the support to engage all students in 21st century learning.
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Your child’s school doesn’t have the resources to provide accommodations to 
support 21st century learning.

Meet with the school principal and/or IEP team. Request that, in accordance with 
state and federal laws, available resources be leveraged to ensure that goals and 
objectives (including acquisition of 21st century skills) are being met for students with 
disabilities.

If no result, communicate in writing and follow up by meeting in person with the 
superintendent or members of the school board. Request that they issue guidance that 
ensures compliance with state and federal guidelines for students with disabilities.

If this relates to an accommodation for an out-of-school activity such as an internship, 
request a meeting with your child, the partner agency or organization, and school 
personnel. Work together to clarify the goals of the external activity and the importance 
of 21st century learning as part of that experience.

Your child’s school doesn’t focus on 21st century skills because they are unsure 
how to measure and report progress in these areas (e.g., test scores vs. more 
subjective measures of success).

Meet with the school principal and insist that 21st century skills be paired with 
academic rigor, without compromising high standards.

If no result, communicate in writing and follow up by meeting in person with the 
superintendent, members of the school board, or other district leadership. Convey the 
need for compliance with laws that protect your child’s rights to a free and appropriate 
public education (FAPE).

If no result, consider reaching out to an attorney, your state department of education 
or its office of civil rights, or state policy officials. Request that guidance be provided 
to the school and district regarding the implementation of 21st century learning as 
mandated on an IEP or 504 plan.
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21ST CENTURY LEARNING CONTACT SHEET
Having all your contact information in one place makes it easier to reach out. 
For local decision maker contacts, reach out to your child’s school or school district. Or visit the school 
or school district website.

School Decision Makers (Principal, Teacher, Counselor, or Other Staff)
Name E-mail, mailing address, phone number

District Decision Makers (Superintendent or Deputy Superintendent for Instruction,  
School Board Chair, School Board Member, Other District Staff)

Name E-mail, mailing address, phone number

Other Parents
Name E-mail, mailing address, phone number
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RESOURCES

NCLD Resources

Looking for general information on inclusive 21st century learning?  
Find it at: www.ncld.org/21stcentury

Looking for strategies and videos of how to implement 21st century learning 
inclusively?  
Find it at: https://www.ncld.org/key-strategies

Looking for what implementation of inclusive 21st century learning might look 
like in a school?  
Find it at: https://www.ncld.org/promising-strategies-in-action

Looking for local and state policies that can pave the way to implement  
21st century learning inclusively?  
Find it at: https://www.ncld.org/actions-for-impact

Other Resources

What other resources can help you make your case? 

http://www.ncld.org/21stcentury
https://www.ncld.org/key-strategies
https://www.ncld.org/promising-strategies-in-action
https://www.ncld.org/actions-for-impact
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CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES

ASSESSMENTS

Schools must gauge whether individual students and groups of students are learning compared 
to their peers. The assessments teachers and other school personnel use reflect how progress is 
being monitored, can influence the types of supports children receive, and can shape the types 
of learning experiences children encounter during instruction and as part of their overall school 
experience.

What it might be What it could be Questions to ask  
teachers and school and 
district personnel

Schools may rely exclusively 
on standardized tests 
to gauge the overall 
effectiveness of student 
progress. While these 
types of assessments are 
important, they might not 
show how an individual child 
is performing. And they will 
rarely reflect how students 
are faring in the development 
of 21st century skills like 
self-advocacy, critical 
thinking, collaboration, and 
communication. Alternatively, 
schools might be using 
informal or subjective 
measures to reflect 21st 
century learning. This could 
result in a watered-down 
definition of success that 
leaves students ill-prepared 
for life. 

Approaches to assessment 
should be systemic 
(throughout the district) 
and systematic (following 
a carefully determined 
and executed set of steps 
and procedures). A variety 
of measures (surveys of 
engagement, data on chronic 
absenteeism, performance 
on projects, etc.) should be 
used, alongside standardized 
assessments that look 
objectively at how well 
students are faring compared 
to each other.

1. What are the different 
types of assessments 
used by the school? For 
what purposes are they 
being used, and how are 
scores and other data 
being used?

2. Is the school measuring 
the full range of skills 
and dispositions that 
students will need for 
success, including 
academic competencies 
like reading and math 
as well as other skills 
and dispositions like 
self-advocacy or critical 
thinking?

3. Do the assessments 
adhere to the principles 
of Universal Design for 
Learning?

http://www.cast.org/our-work/about-udl.html#.XYuG7UZKg2w
http://www.cast.org/our-work/about-udl.html#.XYuG7UZKg2w
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EDUCATOR PREPAREDNESS

The strongest predictor of whether students receive an education that prepares them with 
21st century success skills is whether educators (teachers, school leaders, counselors, 
paraprofessionals, etc.) feel equipped with skills and resources to support all learners.  

What it might be What it could be Questions to ask  
teachers and school and 
district personnel

Many schools are not 
intentional in their 
commitment to incorporating 
21st century learning into 
their curricula. Often, general 
education teachers were not 
exposed to the importance 
of 21st century learning 
during their training. Even if 
they were, they may not have 
received explicit instruction 
and practice in providing 
21st century learning 
opportunities to students 
with disabilities.

Your child’s educators 
should have both knowledge 
and training on supporting 
21st century learning for 
students with disabilities. 
The ideal is that all educators 
work toward this end. That 
can only happen when 
they’re explicitly trained in 
supporting 21st century 
success skills, are doing 
so inclusively, and have 
dedicated time to work 
with their peers so they’re 
succeeding as a team.

1. How is 21st century 
skill development built 
into the school day? 
Have teachers received 
training on supporting 
21st century skills for all 
learners, including those 
with disabilities?

2. Is dedicated time built 
into the school’s schedule 
for general and special 
educators to work 
together on supporting 
21st century skills?
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ACCESSIBILITY AND ACCOMMODATIONS

Even with well-established systems for skills instruction and assessment, children could be locked 
out of learning opportunities that lead to the development of 21st century skills. Thinking and 
planning proactively about accommodations and accessibility — and including students with 
disabilities in strategic planning and communication — should be a priority. 

What it might be What it could be Questions to ask  
teachers and school and 
district personnel

When schools or districts 
set up new initiatives like 
“personalized,” “21st century,” 
or “student-centered” 
learning, it seems logical 
that all students are being 
considered. Unfortunately, 
this is frequently not 
the case. Policies and 
procedures often overlook 
the needs of students who 
need specialized types of 
services and supports.  

Schools and districts should 
explicitly mention how 
students with disabilities 
and other subgroups will 
have access to 21st century 
learning. An example might 
be whether the school is 
offering instruction that 
aligns with the principles of 
Universal Design for Learning 
(UDL) — a framework that 
ensures that learners have 
multiple options for how 
teaching happens, how 
feedback is provided, and 
how assessments are 
conducted. This allows 
students to engage in 
learning in different ways. 

1. Are the needs of students 
with disabilities and a 
commitment to 21st 
century learning explicitly 
mentioned in the school’s 
improvement plan?

2. How is Universal 
Design for Learning 
being integrated into 
instruction, support, and 
assessment?

3. Are there additional ways 
for children to be more 
fully engaged in 21st 
century learning?
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INTERVENTIONS AND SUPPORT SYSTEMS

Schools and districts must be proactive in planning how to respond when children struggle with 
21st century learning.   

What it might be What it could be Questions to ask  
teachers and school and 
district personnel

The school or district 
may prioritize language 
supporting 21st century 
skills in their public-facing 
documents. But they may 
not actually have a plan or 
process to support students 
who are struggling with these 
skills and dispositions. Even 
when such plans are in place, 
they might be geared toward 
intervening when students 
struggle with more traditional 
curriculum.

The school or district 
implementing the initiatives 
inclusively should be able to 
share how specific skills and 
dispositions are incorporated 
in their overall intervention 
systems. You might hear 
them describe how these 
skills and dispositions are 
integrated into a multi-
tier system of support 
(MTSS) or into positive 
behavioral interventions and 
supports (PBIS). These two 
frameworks are used in many 
schools and are effective in 
addressing both academic 
and behavioral issues when 
implemented correctly. 

1. What happens if 
children are struggling 
to perform in one of the 
skills or dispositions 
you’ve articulated, such 
as critical thinking or 
collaboration? How would 
you intervene?

2. Do you implement a multi-
tier system of support 
(MTSS) or positive 
behavioral interventions 
and supports (PBIS)? 
If so, are 21st century 
skills and dispositions 
integrated?

3. How can parents support 
their children at home 
with 21st century 
learning?
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FAMILY AND COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT

Schools and districts that effectively implement a new vision of learning engage parents and other 
family members and care providers in ensuring their vision for 21st century learning is inclusive.

What it might be What it could be Questions to ask  
teachers and school and 
district personnel

Schools or districts 
implementing these 
frameworks may see 
themselves as an island, 
separating the learning that 
happens inside the school 
from students’ lives at 
home or in the community. 
Alternatively, schools could 
have a rich set of activities 
for engagement of families 
and communities. But they 
may not be explicitly thinking 
about what they need to 
do to engage families of 
students with disabilities.

Schools and districts 
implementing 21st century 
learning in a way that 
emphasizes inclusivity have 
explicit plans and documents 
to communicate the 
implications of their initiative 
for students with disabilities. 
They proactively engage 
community partners who 
have the capacity to support 
internships. They have 
specific individuals or teams 
of people to communicate 
with parents of students with 
disabilities — as well as with 
parents who have disabilities 
themselves. And they provide 
other learning opportunities 
in an inclusive manner. 

1. Are there specific ways 
that parents can be more 
helpful? 

2. Who are your community 
partners? Are they set up 
to support learning for all 
students? 

3. What specific actions 
can parents take to 
prepare and support 
students with disabilities 
in community and work 
settings? 
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SCRIPTS FOR TALKING WITH  
STATE AND LOCAL EDUCATION OFFICIALS
When talking to school and district personnel, it’s important to be clear about the issues that matter 
to you. You want to leave the conversation with answers to your questions and know how to follow 
up. One way to do that is to begin your conversation with a statement and then immediately follow 
it with a question. Here are some examples you can use: 

Script 1

“I have a child who receives specialized instruction and support, and I need you to know 
that scores alone do not capture who they are and what they are capable of achieving. 
It’s important to me that indicators of school quality and measures of student success 
go beyond test scores. They should capture how effectively my child is thinking critically, 
solving complex problems, and communicating and collaborating around their ideas. What 
indicators does the school currently use, and are these the best measures for rating school 
success for children like mine?” 

Script 2

”I’m concerned that my child and other kids with disabilities will be overlooked in our 
state education system and that they will not develop the skills needed to succeed after 
high school. How is 21st century learning factored into schoolwide curricula, and how 
will 21st century learning be reported when measuring my child’s performance? Is the 
school prepared to provide targeted interventions around 21st century learning, and are 
these skills and dispositions prioritized and included in the goals for all students with 
disabilities?”
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Script 1

 

 
Script 2

 



NCLD /  PARENT ADVOCACY / Toolkit on 21st Century Learning and Inclusion   /  18

SAMPLE LETTER/EMAIL TO OFFICIALS  
ABOUT PARENT PARTICIPATION             
This sample letter offers parents some language to use (or edit) when reaching out to school 
officials about 21st century learning.
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	Sample Letter: Dear [recipient name]:I am the parent of [a child/children] with [insert type of disability]. I'm writing to find out how I can be more involved in efforts to ensure that my [son/daughter/children] [is/are] well prepared for success in school, participation in the workplace, and meaningful engagement in the community. I want to be sure that the school provides [him/her/them] with the knowledge, skills, and dispositions necessary for 21st century success.With jobs that require routine tasks increasingly being automated or outsourced, I want to ensure that my [child/children] [leaves/leave] school with key skills like critical thinking, problem solving, collaboration, and communication, and key mindsets like resilience and self-determination that [he'll/she'll/they'll] need to succeed.I know what I'm referring to here isn't just the work of a single initiative or one teacher at a school. I want to learn how school and district leaders are thinking about 21st century learning. Who can I talk to so I can learn more and support your efforts? I'd like to learn how accommodations and interventions are chosen for students with different learning profiles, how progress is assessed, how decisions about changes in instruction are made, and how parents can play a meaningful supportive role. I hope that you can point me to the right people.I look forward to hearing from you about how I can be involved in ensuring that my [child/children] and [his/her/their] peers are prepared for the demands of the 21st century. Sincerely,[Your Name]
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