WHY NOW?
WHY US?

What 21st Century Skills
Are and Aren’t
for Students
With Disabilities

NCLD defines 21st century skills as the knowledge, skills, and dispositions essential for a student
to engage in educational transfer—taking knowledge from one setting or context and applying it to
a separate, unique discipline or scenario. The 21st century skills and dispositions associated with
our definition include critical thinking, problem-solving, communication, collaboration, self-advocacy
skills, self-determination, and growth mindsets. This definition is informed primarily by the National
Research Council’s seminal report, Education for Life and Work.
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DIGGING DEEPER FOR STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES
WHAT IS IT?

WHAT ISN’T IT?

Critical thinking is evaluating the
present challenges and progress of
individuals against those of peers in the
past in order to identify what’s common
and what isn’t.

Critical thinking isn’t reading about the
civil and disability rights movement
and answering questions that are
apparent in the text.

Problem-solving is applying an
organization strategy to prioritizing
and communicating a classroom
assignment.

Problem-solving isn’t applying a rigid
process to every problem and denying
students the opportunity to make
active decisions.

Collaboration is rotating roles within
a group project to help all students
develop key skills within a group.

Collaboration isn’t a student with a
disability always getting assigned
more menial, non-decision-making or
non-presenting roles within a project.

Powerful communication is providing
multiple options and means for
students to communicate their ideas.

Powerful communication isn’t
only providing students one way to
communicate their ideas—a way that
might disadvantage students with
some disabilities.

Self-advocacy is being part of your IEP
meeting, where you can understand
your rights and needs and communicate
on your own behalf accordingly.

Self-advocacy isn’t having adults
advocating on behalf of a student and
in the process making all decisions
related to that student’s learning.

Self-determination is students making
active decisions about the courses they
want to take to progress toward their
educational and career goals.

Self-determination isn’t students
being provided a limited range of
choices based on adults’ preconceived
biases on what an individual with
disabilities can and can’t do.

Growth mindset is providing students
challenging projects and providing
structured reflection on which of their
efforts worked, which didn’t, and how
they can improve in the future.

Growth mindset isn’t providing
students challenging projects and
then lowering expectations when they
show that they struggle with it.
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