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ABSTRACT 

A Toolkit for 21st Century Teaching and Learning is a product dissertation developed 

through an iterative process that involved combining scholarly inquiry with two decades of 

teaching experience. This study identified the role of the faculty-student relationship in 

developing a student’s sense of competent membership in the institution, the need for relevant 

learning outcomes to be contextualized to student fields of study, and the need for 

instructional materials to support faculty work. The resulting product is an e-book that is both a 

primer to acquaint community college instructors with the challenges being brought to bear on 

today’s learners and the competencies required to face them, as well as a collection of 

materials designed to engage students in achieving these needed competencies. The toolkit 

presents a learner-centered approach and a representative sampling of activities and 

assignments that can be contextualized to a variety of disciplines and learning situations.  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

INTRODUCTION 

Thus far, the 21st century has brought about a recession, changing patterns of migration 

and employment, significant political upheaval, and a global pandemic creating systematic 

disruption across the world. With these geopolitical forces at play recently, little attention has 

been paid to the rapidly evolving technologies that are dramatically reshaping the American 

workforce and economy. On the one hand, as technological advances have increased worker 

productivity, growth has been achieved in certain industries. On the other hand, the path to 

economic stability has not been evenly accessible to all Americans. With each technological 

breakthrough, those who are unable to adapt get left behind.  

Klaus Schwab, the Founder and Executive Chairperson of the World Economic Forum, 

has warned that we are in the midst of a Fourth Industrial Revolution, a phenomenon that is 

changing the reality of our daily lives in profound ways (2016). The Fourth Industrial Revolution 

(alternatively known as Industry 4.0 in Europe and Smart Industry in the U.S.) is being built 

upon the Third Industrial Revolution, which brought information and automation. The 

preceding Second Industrial Revolution brought electricity and mass production, while the first 

brought steam power and mechanization.  

Because the world has experienced previous industrial revolutions that have 

transformed the way people work and live, some may believe that this phenomenon is simply 
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an extension of the past or that communities and educational institutions can continue with 

business as usual. However, the Fourth Industrial Revolution is distinct from previous industrial 

revolutions in three ways: velocity, scope, and systems impact (Schwab, 2016). Schwab stated, 

“The speed of current breakthroughs has no historical precedent. When compared with 

previous industrial revolutions, the Fourth is evolving at an exponential rather than a linear 

pace” (para. 3). Key to understanding the rate of change is this “exponential” component: new 

technologies are being combined, or built on top of one another, to bring to life technologies 

that only recently were considered the domain of science fiction writers.  

One example can be found in flying cars. While many Americans grew up seeing images 

of flying cars on screen in feature films and cartoons, most have not considered that they may 

one day ride in or even own such a machine. However, Dubai already instituted flying taxis in 

2020 and the race is on to bring this technology to major cities across the United States 

(Hornyak, 2020). Other transformative or disruptive technologies include “artificial intelligence, 

robotics, the Internet of Things, autonomous vehicles, 3-D printing, nanotechnology, 

biotechnology, materials science, energy storage, and quantum computing” (Schwab, 2016, 

para. 4).  

Many communities in America are struggling to respond to a world that is transforming 

itself at such a breathtaking rate of speed when they haven’t yet recovered from the 2008 

economic recession. While some areas of the United States have rebounded well, others have 

found economic recovery elusive, leaving the overall US poverty rate at 14.7% by 2015 (Bishaw 

& Glassman, 2016, pp. 2-3). Two particular types of communities were dealt severe 
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blows: urban areas with economies based primarily in manufacturing and rural communities 

with economies based largely on extractive industries or agriculture.  

The decline of manufacturing centers brought economic devastation to certain urban 

areas. This phenomenon is perhaps best illustrated by the case of inner-city Detroit, where 

population declined by 61% between 1950 and 2012. Furthermore, the residents of inner-city 

Detroit face a high school drop-out rate that is nearly twice that of the state-wide average and 

they experience the highest unemployment rates of any large city in the nation (Myran & Ivery, 

2013). Rural communities have likewise been dealt a severe blow as they have been unable to 

recover from 21st century job disruptions. According to Greenblatt, “[T]wo out of three rural 

counties have experienced a net loss in their total number of businesses since 2010, after the 

recession had technically ended” (2016, para. 5). The loss of manufacturing jobs, closing mines 

and paper mills, declining demand for lumber, and automation of the agricultural industry are 

some of the forces that are stressing these economies, causing job losses, shrinking tax bases, 

and community decline. Compounding the difficulties caused by massive unemployment, even 

the most isolated places in America feel the effects of the opioid epidemic, community mental 

health crises, increased crime, severe weather events, and most recently, the global 

Coronavirus pandemic. Rural communities have few regional resources to cope with these 

challenges.  

A key part of the mission of America’s community colleges is to drive social mobility for 

low-income and underrepresented populations, and community colleges are facing a critical 

juncture. They can drive a better future for those being left behind or they can continue to 

ignore the swiftly changing modern landscape. Students need dynamic, engaging instruction 
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that prepares them for productive participation in the 21st century economy, yet recent reform 

efforts have not prioritized student learning. Often, faculty have been left out of the 

conversation altogether, yet their role on campus is crucial to driving both student learning and 

retention. The goals of this project are to highlight the importance of the faculty role, provide 

an instructional primer on 21st century learning outcomes, and give faculty resources to create 

challenging and engaging learning activities to empower students to meet the challenges of a 

rapidly changing world.  

THE INCOME GAP AND THE ROLE OF THE COMMUNITY COLLEGE 

There is a significant income gap in the United States between low-skilled and high-

skilled workers. This income gap is perpetuated by a well-documented skills gap, which 

developed largely due to rapid changes in technology and in part due to the inability of higher 

education to keep up with this transformation (Myran & Ivery, 2013, Carlson, 2017). The 

American Association of Community College (AACC) has articulated this well: “The United 

States has been under-producing graduates with postsecondary skills since at least 1980, in the 

process contributing substantially to income inequity. Unless the nation turns this around, up to 

60 million Americans are at risk of being locked into predominantly low-wage jobs that cannot 

support a family” (2012, p. 6).  

Compounding this problem, many Americans have lost confidence in institutions of 

higher education; the idea that higher education is a waste of time and money has garnered 

much press attention in recent years. Consider the 2018 Gallup poll (as cited in Jones, 2018), 

which found that only 48% of Americans expressed “a great deal” or “quite a lot” of confidence 
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in higher education. These numbers were nine points down from 2015, when 57% of the 

American public expressed a “great deal” of confidence. Gallup also found that those who had 

positive experiences in college that led to rewarding and meaningful careers expressed the 

most confidence in higher education institutions.  

While Americans have been losing confidence in higher education, multiple sources 

have documented that employers have simultaneously increased their expectations of 

graduates. According to Gardner and Estry (2017), employers are seeking “differently educated 

and prepared college graduates who can quickly adapt to innovation and rapid change in the 

workplace” (p. 1). This signifies a need for colleges to provide learning opportunities that are 

responsive to the changing workforce and the swiftly evolving challenges of the 21st century. To 

successfully navigate today’s landscape, students need complex and interdisciplinary skillsets 

that allow them to become increasingly nimble and adept. According to Hora (2017),  

The National Research Council’s (NRC) 21st century competency framework, the NACE 
Career Readiness initiative, the O*NET occupational categorization system, and 
researchers in labor economics such as the Nobel Laureate James Heckman have all 
emphasized the fact that the skills needed to thrive in life, school, and work span a 
variety of distinct competencies. For instance, the NRC’s widely cited taxonomy focuses 
on cognitive skills, such as technical expertise and critical thinking; interpersonal 
competencies, including teamwork; and intra-personal aptitudes, such as self-regulated 
learning. (para. 15) 
 

Unfortunately, higher education has a poor record of embracing change. However, the 

growing gap between high skilled and low skilled workers and the accompanying income gap 

demonstrate that higher education has a social responsibility to retool itself to better respond 

to the swiftly changing economic and social landscapes. This puts America’s community 
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colleges in a pivotal position, providing them the opportunity to be a catalyst for change to 

greatly improve the lives of those struggling to gain an economic foothold.  

EMERGING INDUSTRIES AND DEWEY’S PHILOSOPHY OF VOCATIONALISM 

Just as the Internet fundamentally changed the nature of work beginning in the 1990s, 

dramatic technological breakthroughs will continue to impact industry on a large scale 

throughout the first half of the 21st century. Perhaps the most hazardous to low-skilled workers 

are the changes that come with introducing more automation and artificial intelligence into the 

workplace. In the short term, jobs that are highly routine will be the most impacted by 

automation. The pressures that advanced manufacturing, automation, artificial intelligence, 

robotics, and other scientific breakthroughs are bringing to bear on employment are real and 

must be taken seriously. However, while these pressures are significant, the good news is that 

these advances will also boost productivity, which could bring tremendous potential for job 

growth. According to the World Economic Forum (2016), there are two potential scenarios:  

Recent discussions about the employment impact of disruptive change have often been 
polarized between those who foresee limitless opportunities in newly emerging job 
categories and prospects that improve workers’ productivity and liberate them from 
routine work, and those that foresee massive labour substitution and displacement of 
jobs. Both are possible. It is our actions today that will determine whether we head 
towards massive displacement of workers or the emergence of new opportunities. 
(para. 1) 

 

Community colleges must choose to create the desired outcome and act with intentionality. 

While awareness of industry needs is crucial for directing students into immediate earning 

opportunities, this approach should be balanced by understanding the long-term employment 
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potential for each career path and by preparing students to become the lifelong learners that 

continued participation in the 21st century economy will require.  

One source of tension in the landscape of higher education is that some find the 

concept of “workforce training” to be antithetical to the mission of higher education. Many 

faculty members do not see themselves in service of industry but instead in service of a search 

for knowledge, an avenue for the development of agency among citizens, and a means to 

support students’ growth toward the leading of meaningful lives. Unfortunately, all too often, 

those who see higher education as job training and those who see higher education serving a 

higher purpose perceive this tension as an either-or proposition, as if satisfying one goal is 

automatically at odds with the other goal. However, these goals are not inherently 

contradictory. While the changing landscape of employment is one concern that colleges 

should be preparing students to navigate, there are many other challenges today’s students are 

facing as they look to the future world they will inhabit.  

Clearly, to face and solve these challenges, today’s students will need to draw upon a 

wide range of skills, competencies, and knowledge. John Dewey, writing in the early 1900s, 

believed that successful vocational education must encompass all, that vocation implies one’s 

life’s work, and should not mean simply training students to satisfy the demands of their 

employers. Dewey believed that the development of skilled craftsmanship was a means to find 

satisfaction in one’s life and developing an understanding of history and one’s place in the 

world. Dewey believed this type of training should encompass learning that today is associated 

with a liberal arts curriculum.  
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SHIFT FROM BASIC TO FUTURE-FACING SKILLS 

Many people assume that 21st century skills consist solely of advanced technological 

skills, such as coding, robotics, and cybersecurity. And, in terms of employability, such skills are 

and certainly will be in high demand. However, “the fastest-growing category of employment in 

advanced economies like the US are ‘interaction’ jobs, meaning jobs that require complex 

interactions and require deep knowledge, and independent judgment” (Lorenzo, 2013, p. 8), 

outcomes traditionally associated with general education or liberal arts courses. With the rise 

of Smart Industry, some community colleges have been incorporating traditional general 

education competencies into occupational programs.  

Much of the academic content of these integrated curriculums has focused on basic 

skills rather than occupationally contextualized critical thinking, problem solving, and other 

higher order cognitive tasks. One example can be found in Washington State’s I-BEST model, 

which was developed in the early 2000s. I-BEST integrated basic general education skills 

instruction into occupational coursework. The I-BEST model has been studied fairly extensively 

and has been the model for the development of similar programs, such as the Regional Industry 

Skills Education (RISE) initiative in Wisconsin, which seeks “to develop ‘career pathway bridges’ 

for low-income adults” (Wachen, Jenkins, & Van Noy, 2011, p. 139). In 2012, the Shifting Gears 

program, funded by The Joyce Foundation, committed to expanding adult education bridge 

programs to increase the number of students entering postsecondary education in Illinois, 

Minnesota, Indiana, and Wisconsin. These programs were also designed to integrate basic skills 

with occupational programming to increase workforce preparedness in selected key industries 

(Roberts and Price, 2015). 
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While basic academic skills and literacies are crucial abilities, successful navigation of 

the challenges of modern life and of an economy that is based upon advanced technologies 

requires higher level cognitive functioning: according to the American Association of 

Community Colleges, a forward- looking, integrated, and multi-faceted approach is required to 

maintain sustainability for both students and community colleges themselves (2012). Future-

facing skills are in demand not only by employers of today, but also those of tomorrow, and 

many of these competencies are also needed for productive civic participation and meaningful 

living. According to the National Association of Colleges and Employers (NACE), the top desired 

skills that employers are seeking in recent graduates are as follows:  

• problem-solving skills,  

• ability to work in a team,  

• communication skills (written),  

• leadership,  

• a strong work ethic,  

• analytical/quantitative skills, and  

• communication skills (verbal) (NACE, 2018) 

Furthermore, when asked to identify the qualities of the ideal hire, companies across Wisconsin 

“envisioned a hard-working individual with appropriate technical training (knowledge as well as 

the ability to apply technical information), solid problem-solving skills, and the abilities to 

communicate well, work in teams, and to continually learn new things; 100% of employers 

rated critical thinking and problem solving as absolutely essential in new hires” (Hora, 2017, 

para. 14).  
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A comprehensive review of the outcomes desired by both industry and academic circles 

reveals that the best skill set is one that goes beyond occupation specific or technical skills. An 

emerging phrase to describe a graduate who holds this desirable skill set is the “T-professional.” 

The T-professional can be illustrated with the capital letter T, which Gardner and Estry defined 

as one who embodies depth, “defined in terms of disciplinary knowledge and the ability to 

understand how individuals with that knowledge function and interact,” and breadth, “the 

professional abilities that allow someone with profound disciplinary knowledge to interact 

meaningfully with others who possess different disciplinary knowledge in order to affect an 

outcome that might not otherwise be possible” (2017, p. 1). Learning for the 21st century goes 

beyond the traditionally dichotomizing notion of STEM or liberal arts: the most sought after and 

highly paid employees will have hard and soft skills, an integration of liberal arts competencies 

with STEM or occupationally specific skills. Sorrel, with The World Economic Forum, has 

categorized the desirable learning outcomes into three categories: foundational literacies, 

competencies, and character qualities (2016).  

Foundational Literacies 

Employers are finding recent graduates inadequately prepared to meet the 

communication needs of the workplace; for example, they are lacking in rhetorical decision-

making abilities. In other words, they choose inappropriate mediums such as texting when 

dealing with a serious company issue (Carlson, 2017, p. 24). Other types of literacies are also 

essential. These include numeracy, scientific literacy, ICT (digital information literacy), financial 

literacy, and cultural and civic consciousness (Soffel, 2016).  
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Competencies 

Beyond these foundational literacies and beyond simply “knowing” things, students 

need to develop the ability to “do” certain things. These are termed competencies, and the 

most desired among tomorrow’s graduates are critical thinking, problem solving, creativity, 

communication, and collaboration (Soffel, 2016). According to the World Economic Forum’s 

Future of Jobs Report for 2018, these competencies will be the skills growing in demand by 

2022, with “analytical thinking and innovation” topping the list, closely followed by “active 

learning” and “active learning strategies.”  

Character Qualities 

Future employers will be looking for the personal traits of curiosity, initiative, 

persistence, grit, adaptability, leadership, and social and cultural awareness (Soffel, 2016). The 

increasing demand for these attributes highlights a need for institutions to place greater focus 

on character education.  

PLACING TEACHING AND LEARNING AT THE HEART OF REFORM EFFORTS 

Community colleges are especially well situated to leverage curriculum development to 

effectively close attainment gaps for low-income and underrepresented students. Nearly half of 

black and Hispanic students begin their pursuit of postsecondary credentials in community 

colleges, yet their success rates have been disproportionally low. Among all populations, 

African American men have faced the most alarming deficiency in completion: fewer than 25% 

of black men beginning at community colleges eventually complete a certificate or degree 
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(Shapiro et al., 2017, p. 22). The inequities in America will only widen unless we can successfully 

turn things around for those being left behind.  

In order to provide equitable pathways to family-supporting jobs, community colleges 

need to dramatically improve student success. Many community colleges have long recognized 

this and have been intensively focused on reform efforts. However, these efforts have largely 

focused on revising advising and wrap-around supports, while little attention in community 

college reform efforts has been paid to student learning (Tinto, 2012; Bailey, Jaggars, & Jenkins, 

2015). Yet there is plentiful and rich evidence indicating that quality instruction and connection 

with faculty are essential components of student success. Tinto’s interactionalist model 

predicted that a student’s sense of academic competence was at least as important a predictor 

of persistence and departure decisions as was social integration: “[O]ther things being equal, 

the lower the degree of one’s social and intellectual integration into the academic and social 

communities of the college, the greater the likelihood of departure” (as cited in Barnett, 2011, 

p. 195). While Liu and Liu’s (1999) research confirmed Tinto’s findings that the most significant 

factor influencing student retention is academic and social integration, the term integration 

itself remained loosely defined. To provide clarity, Barnett applied Tinto’s use of the phrase 

“competent membership” to define and measure integration. Barnett explained: “This term is 

used by Tinto to connote both a sense of possessing the knowledge and skills needed for 

success in the college environment (competence) as well as sense of belonging or being a part 

of the college community (membership)” (Barnett, 2011, p. 200). Barnett’s research in applying 

Tinto’s model added emphasis to the important influence of faculty relationships on students’ 

departure decisions (2011). Barnett found that when students experienced validation by faculty 
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(and to a lesser extent, by their peers), they were more likely to persist due to a heightened 

sense of competent membership. In Completing College: Rethinking Institutional Action, Tinto 

(2012) argued that community colleges have tended to focus reform efforts on “the margins of 

students’ educational life” (p. 5), despite the obvious fact that the classroom is students’ 

primary (and sometimes sole) regularly occurring connection with the institution. Tinto 

proposed that colleges design their reform actions around four conditions: expectations, 

support, assessment and feedback, and involvement. Each of the conditions emphasizes 

quality, highly engaging academic experiences. Tinto’s proposed framework places student 

learning at the center of institutional intentionality.  

Among scholars, there is wide agreement that certain instructional strategies that are 

particularly effective for fostering the conditions of expectations, support, assessment and 

feedback, and involvement (Tinto, 2012). These are known as High Impact Practices (HIPS). Vaz 

(2019) described HIPs thus: “They promote active engagement, requiring students to spend 

considerable time on task. They involve collaboration, both in and out of classroom settings. 

Students are asked to take responsibility for their learning, while faculty members assume 

coaching and mentoring roles” (para. 4). Student engagement has been convincingly connected 

to student retention and graduation. Drawing from extensive research, the Center for 

Community College Student Engagement emphasized that “promoting student engagement is 

the overarching feature of successful program design, and all other features support it. In 

design and implementation of the collegiate experience, colleges must make engagement 

inescapable for their students” (CCCSE, 2013, p. 5).  
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When Texas A&M, San Antonio, recently underwent a major transformation from solely 

serving junior and senior level students, the university intentionally incorporated HIPs in the 

redesign to ensure the highest level of success possible for first- and second-year students 

(AACU, 2017). These practices have been widely tested and have shown demonstrable results 

in improving student engagement and learning outcomes. HIPS include the following strategies 

(AACU, 2017): 

• First-Year Experiences 

• Common Intellectual Experiences 

• Learning Communities 

• Writing-Intensive Courses 

• Collaborative Assignments and Projects 

• Undergraduate Research 

• Diversity/Global Learning 

• Service Learning, Community-Based Learning 

• Internships 

• Capstone Courses and Projects 

Vaz (2019) argued that, in this time of great social challenges and public loss of confidence in 

higher education, HIPS should play a primary role in today’s classroom because they are the key 

to not only preparing students for tomorrow’s careers but to prepare them to lead satisfying, 

meaningful lives.  
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PROJECT FOCUS AND PURPOSE 

It is now common in the community college landscape to see institutions undertaking 

large-scale reform efforts aimed at improving student success. Recently, the most widely 

emulated model has been the Guided Pathways approach put forward by Bailey, Jaggars, and 

Jenkins in their now canonical 2015 book, Redesigning America's Community Colleges: A Clearer 

Path to Student Success. Bailey, Jaggars, and Jenkins recommend coordinating all areas of the 

college to create a seamless, integrated learning experience for students. While these efforts 

are laudable, instructional practice remains a key component of student success, a point that is 

also made by Bailey, Jaggars, and Jenkins. Community college faculty wield enormous influence 

and potentially transformative power in student lives. Teachers can do much to bolster student 

confidence, competence, and success by fostering the development of future-facing skills. By 

putting students at the center of the learning experience, instructors can empower students to 

attain the future-facing foundational literacies, competencies, and character qualities that they 

need for long-term participation in the 21st century economy.  

In order to do so, however, instructors must first learn to see themselves as more than 

simply conveyors of academic knowledge but rather as facilitators of learning. Unfortunately, 

many instructors don’t know how to transition into this role or even where to begin. According 

to Bailey, Jaggars, and Jenkins “most need help finding preexisting assignments and materials 

that can be adapted to their own students and learning goals” (p. 108). Some organizations and 

individuals have already risen to fill this need. For example, the Reading Apprenticeship Model 

by WestEd (2021) provides both face-to-face and online workshops courses developed 

specifically to help disciplinary faculty learn to promote reading and communicative fluency in 
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discipline-specific courses. And the California Acceleration Project, with Katie Hern at the helm, 

is an organization devoted to supporting faculty to develop critical thinking learning outcomes 

in co-requisite composition courses. The California Acceleration Project has developed a 

repository of resources, including a packet of instructor-developed calendars, assignments, and 

activities for theme-based reading and writing courses. Several resources in this product were 

derived from or inspired by the California Acceleration Project and Katie Hern’s materials (Hern, 

n.d., Hern, 2016). Another body of resources has been developed by the University of Texas at 

Austin Charles A. Dana Center (2021) to promote the development of future-facing learning 

outcomes through contextualized instruction in mathematics pathways.  

While scholarship in the field of teaching and learning is well established, many faculty 

members are so busy with the heavy teaching load that is typically required in community 

colleges that they do not have much time for contemplating the research and creating high-

quality materials. Additionally, while many excellent instructional resources exist, many 

community college instructors are unfamiliar with them. Thus, there is often a disconnect 

between scholars and practitioners concerning what works to improve student learning and 

their sense of belonging in the academic community. A toolkit for 21st century teaching and 

learning was created to help fulfill this need, to give teachers both a primer on 21st century 

learning outcomes and tools ready for immediate implementation. Faculty may adapt them, or 

they may simply serve as inspiration for the creation of new learning materials better suited to 

meet the needs of students in their particular learning contexts.  
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SUMMARY 

The world is changing at an unprecedented rate, outpacing previous technological 

revolutions at a breath-taking speed. The combined forces of new technologies, along with 

economic, political, and environmental upheavals, have created a challenging social and 

employment landscape that many of today’s community college students have been 

inadequately prepared to face. Serving the highest proportion of low-income and 

underrepresented students in the United States, a cornerstone of the community college 

mission is that of social mobility. Community colleges that fail to evolve will find their students 

being left behind in this world; however, those that successfully adapt their instruction to meet 

these needs can build pathways to prosperity for their students while supporting their pursuit 

of meaningful lives and productive citizenship. The skill sets students need to navigate these 

landscapes are complex and interdisciplinary, and many community college instructors may find 

themselves at a loss when faced with the question of how to achieve these dynamic learning 

goals. This purpose of this project is to provide community college faculty members with an 

understanding of future-facing skills and to give them tools and strategies for developing these 

critical learning outcomes. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

INTRODUCTION  

Debate surrounding the purpose of public education has a long history in the United 

States, pre-dating the 20th century. Generally, this debate has proceeded along two sides. On 

the once side have been those who believed the purpose of education was to train students to 

serve employer needs and provide avenues to economic mobility. On the other side of this 

debate were those who believed the purpose of education was the pursuit of knowledge and 

meaning. The noted scholar and educational pioneer, John Dewey, understood that these two 

sides need not be terminally opposed to one another, that education could satisfy both 

purposes, simultaneously providing occupational training while including personal meaning and 

better citizenry for the nation. For Dewey, the phrase “vocational education” meant 

preparation for one’s “life work.”  

Dewey’s holistic view of vocational education did not achieve widespread acceptance 

during the 20th century, with many institutions separating occupational training from academic, 

or liberal arts, curriculums. However, many educators continued Dewey’s conception of holistic 

vocationalism and kept this philosophy alive in learning movements throughout the 20th 

century, and in this early part of the 21st century, Dewey’s holistic conception of vocational 

education is gaining momentum as labor-market and economic experts call for students to be 

better prepared with appropriate skill sets to meet the challenges of the rapidly transforming 
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modern workplace and world. Additionally, researchers have concluded that traditional 

methods for educating students have not achieved these desired results. On the other hand, 

research suggests that students will achieve learning gains when they are exposed to dynamic, 

student-centered learning activities that are contextualized within their fields of study.  

BEHAVIORISM, CONSTRUCTIONISM, AND VOCATIONAL EDUCATION: A BRIEF HISTORY  

According to Berns and Erickson (2001), the history of career and technical education 

[CTE] in the United States dates back to the early twentieth century, when David Snedden and 

Charles Prosser proposed that the purpose of public schools was to serve the needs of society, 

which was interpreted by many to mean that public education should train students to become 

efficient workers to further the goals of capitalism. This philosophical strain converged with the 

proposal of E.L. Thorndike’s behaviorist theory of education: that learning was based on the 

interaction between stimuli and response and, therefore, students would learn correct work 

and moral behavior through teachers’ application of a reward system.  

At about the same time, John Dewey developed an alternative approach to what he 

termed “vocational” education. John Dewey also believed that public education should serve 

the public good; however, Dewey focused on the development of a democratic society, which 

required literacy and critical thinking of its citizenry. Dewey saw the development of 

occupational skills as a part of a larger purpose: that of educating students to lead satisfying 

and meaningful lives. Dewey recognized that quality occupational education would provide the 

paths for students to upward social mobility through increased opportunities in the labor 

market. Further, Dewey’s approach, while recognizing and responding to the needs of 
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employers, was characterized by a commitment to occupational instruction consisting of the 

following components: 

the full intellectual and social meaning of a vocation . . . [and] include instruction in the 
historic background of present conditions; training in science to give intelligence and 
initiative in dealing with material and agencies of production; and study of economics, 
civics and politics, to bring the future worker into touch with the problems of the day 
and the various methods proposed for its improvement. Above all, it would train power 
of readaptation to changing conditions so that future workers would not become blindly 
subject to a fate imposed upon them. (Dewey, 2012, p. 328)  

 

For Dewey, vocational education meant a philosophy of helping students to find their vocation, 

or life’s work, or “occupations as careers rather than mere jobs, employment that provides 

personal meaning, economic benefits, continued development of the course of a life, social 

status, and connections to the greater society” (Grubb & Lazerson, 2004, p. 3).  

Dewey’s educational theories became the basis for a school of thought that took a 

different approach to that of behaviorism. This school of thought became known as 

constructionism, which was characterized by a focus on students as learners who actively 

construct their own knowledge. According to this model, students learn best when they are 

given opportunities to apply knowledge to new situations and can therefore integrate “new 

knowledge gained with pre-existing intellectual constructs” (Berns & Erickson, 2001, p. 2). 

Constructivists believe that “placing students in inert roles in abstract contexts are unlikely to 

advance the development of non-traditional learners …because learners create meaning in 

relationship to experience, every learner’s version of the world is unique, even when concepts 

are shared” (Baker, Hope, & Karandjeff, 2009, p. 10). According to a constructivist approach to 
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learning, the instructor’s role is primarily one of creating conditions to promote learner 

engagement in the learning process.  

According to Berns and Erickson (2001), rather than constructivism, behaviorist 

educational models dominated CTE models throughout the 20th century, yet a demand for 

students who were able to demonstrate the broader competencies that characterize the 

educational objectives of the constructivist approach was a recurring theme throughout the 

20th century. In the early 1900s, with the advent of electricity, the automobile, aviation, 

skyscrapers, and other breakthroughs, technological change was sweeping America at a rapid 

pace. Educators and industrialists alike called for a different kind of education, not one that was 

singularly dominated by academic subjects, or liberal arts, but one that combined higher order 

thinking skills and “industrial intelligence” (Grubb & Lazerson, 2004, p. 8). Calls were made for 

education to be extended to all and for educators to promote the concept of lifelong learning. 

Paul Douglas, who would go on to become a US Senator, described the needed education as 

one that was “at once broader and narrower: broader in that it should include more training in 

industrial life, in hygiene, civics, and so forth; narrower in that trade training in the specific 

trade processes need not be so prolonged” (as cited in Grubb & Lazerson, 2004, p. 9).  

ACADEMIC AND OCCUPATIONAL INTEGRATION IN THE 1990S 

Popular at the dawn of the 20th century, the concept of a broader education for 

vocational students experienced a resurgence in the 1990s, this time in a form known as 

academic and occupational integration [AOI]. The 1990s was a time of intense activity 

surrounding the concept of AOI and was sometimes referred to as a “new vocationalism” 



 

 22 

reminiscent of Dewey. Prentice (2001) authored a comprehensive review of literature of the 

1990s that addressed AOI; it described the then burgeoning interest in AOI as a reaction to the 

1983 report, “A Nation at Risk,” which criticized vocational education for “focusing too narrowly 

on entry-level, low-skill jobs” (Prentice, 2001, p. 80). Subsequent reports by multiple entities 

throughout the remainder of the 1980s and into the early 1990s called for a meaningful 

integration of academic content with vocational coursework (Prentice, 2001). In her review of 

the 1990s literature examining community college progress with AOI, Prentice found that AOI 

was being implemented sporadically and in isolation at various sites nationwide, though in both 

Michigan and Illinois, attempts were made to create statewide collaboration frameworks. 

Regarding the Michigan project, Prentice cited Teahen (1996), who described three structures 

for successful pilots, which featured various curricular designs: a learning community in which 

faculty instructing in the general education courses collaborated with those instructing the 

occupational courses to design integrated projects; a physics course featuring modules framed 

within occupation-specific scenarios; and hybrid courses blending both occupational and 

academic content.  

Community colleges in other states also made significant attempts to bridge the 

academic and occupational divide: most of these attempts showed promising results, with 

faculty reporting increased motivation and tangible benefits for student learning. However, 

most of these projects did not lead to permanent implementation. Prentice found that most 

institutions failed to sustain AOI projects largely because of the “unwillingness of institutions to 

commit time and resources to develop integration” (2001, p. 88). Barriers Prentice found 

included faculty resistance, transferability of courses, lack of uniformity, lack of training for 
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instructors, lack of funding and release time for faculty, and perceptions of course quality. 

Prentice concluded “rarely has AOI become more than a pilot project because its 

implementation demands time, money, and faculty dedication” (2001, p. 90). Prentice also 

noted that, up to that time, there was a lack of quantitative research regarding measurable 

student learning outcomes associated with AOI.  

THE EDUCATION GOSPEL: AN ARGUMENT FOR INTEGRATION 

Grubb conducted significant research on academic and occupational integration 

throughout the 1990s, resulting in a cumulative book with co-author Lazerson, published in 

2004. In this work, Grubb and Lazerson brought together findings from this decade of research 

to make key points about what they consider the dominant historical and current narrative 

surrounding vocational education in the United States, coining the phrase “The Education 

Gospel” to describe the major tenets of this narrative in American society. Grubb and Lazerson 

described these tenets as follows: 

1. Similar to the narrative surrounding the previous century’s technological revolution, 
broad claims are being made about the changing nature of work and the need for 
workers to obtain higher order thinking skills than in previous generations (p. 1-2). 

2. Due to the nature of this changing technological landscape, many of today’s jobs are 
growing obsolete, calling for workers to embrace the challenge of becoming lifelong 
learners (p. 2). 

3. Obtaining these skills and jobs is key to individuals achieving upward mobility, or 
“The American Dream” (p. 3). 

4. Industry, politicians, and the public, similar to what was happening at the turn of the 
last century, have grown critical of the results of public education, while at the same 
time stressing its importance (p. 3).  

5. The most pressing challenge today is that academia is not innovating quickly enough 
to keep up with the pace of change (p. 6). 
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Additional variations of “The Education Gospel” that hearken back to the turn of the 20th 

century include an understanding of education as the tool to “democratize” the nation (p. 11) 

by providing the keys for involved and ethical citizenship while at the same time providing 

equity of opportunity for marginalized populations.  

Grubb and Lazerson critiqued this “gospel” by pointing out its limitations: in practice, 

vocationalism has often led to a “dominance of private goals over public purposes” (p. 14) by 

placing the needs of the employer over the needs of students and social good. Furthermore, 

Grubb and Lazerson pointed to Dewey, who foresaw that proponents of narrow vocationalism 

“who believe in the continued separate existence of what they are pleased to call the ‘lower 

classes’ or the ‘laboring classes’ would naturally rejoice to have schools in which these classes 

would be separated… All others should be united against every proposition, in whatever form 

advanced, to separate training of employees from training for citizenship, training of 

intelligence and character from training for narrow industrial efficiency” (qtd. in Grubb & 

Lazerson, 2004, p. 17).  

Whether or not vocational education has promoted or hurt marginalized communities is 

a subject for “careful empirical analysis” but claims as to the speed of technological change 

requiring widespread vocational education have “indeed been exaggerated” (Grubb & 

Lazerson, 2004, p. 17-18). According to Grubb and Lazerson (2004), by “2000, only 28.8% of 

jobs were filled by individuals with education beyond the high school diploma” (p. 18). By 2004, 

traditional vocational areas only compromised 12% of all postsecondary enrollments (p. 97). On 

the other hand, by 2004, the highest growth rate of educational occupational category was in 

jobs requiring an associate degree (p. 19). Additionally, modernized occupations that “include a 
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great deal of academic content in math, sciences, reading and writing—we might even call 

them knowledge-based occupations” (p. 97) lead to higher economic returns than either 

traditional vocational or academic programs. 

Grubb and Lazerson (2004) laid out six specific recommendations for community colleges to 

capitalize on this trend and bring about economic and personal benefits for their students 

(p.102-106): 

1. Community Colleges should focus their efforts on improving the teaching that takes 
place within their institutions. They should pride themselves on teaching well by 
strengthening the “mechanisms that support high-quality teaching” (p.103). 

2. Build bridges between all areas of the college to improve compatibility of programs 
and levels of education and streamline the experiences for students with effective 
advising and a limiting of student options.  

3. Dedicate themselves to the goals of occupational education by providing adequate 
funding for equipment, small class sizes, and effective teacher training, as well as 
sufficiently linking preparation between academic and occupational disciplinary 
content.  

4. Balance occupation specific skills and employer needs with students’ long-term 
needs. Be in tune with local and wider labor market trends to target sustainable 
occupations with solid earnings potential that provide opportunities for growth and 
advancement for students over the course of their careers. Foster better 
relationships with local employers to provide work-based opportunities for students, 
while at the same time, refrain from such over-specialization as to lead to soon-to-
become obsolete skill sets. 

5. Reframe the narrative surrounding occupational education so as to remove its 
second-class status. Promote the understanding that occupational associate degrees 
often lead to higher economic returns than traditional academic paths. 

6. Promote high levels of general education for occupational students in order to 
develop both their intellect as well as their marketability: “integrate academic, 
intellectual, and critical concerns with the knowledge and materials of occupational 
education” (p.105).  
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Grubb and Lazerson described their vision for the implementation of their 

recommendations as a benefit to all: “If we as a nation decided to make community colleges all 

they could be, they would offer a synthesis of broad occupational preparation and general 

education, reflect a commitment to excellence in their own terms and to equity in both access 

and completion, and become comprehensive institutions serving many purposes with bridges 

between them” (2004, p. 106). 

CONTEXTUALIZED TEACHING AND LEARNING: DEFINITION, FRAMEWORK, AND RESEARCH 

One method of academic and occupational integration that shows promise is that of 

contextualized teaching and learning, a model that draws heavily from the constructivist 

approach to CTE and holds potential for helping students achieve the broad and narrow 

objectives of a Deweyan 21st century skill set. CTL has been defined by Berns and Erickson 

(2001) as a “conception of teaching and learning that helps teachers relate subject matter 

content to real-world situations and motivates students to make connections between 

knowledge and its applications to their lives as family members, citizens, and workers” (p. 2).  

Research concerning contextualized teaching and learning in CTE has focused primarily 

on contextualized teaching and learning in secondary education. Research was conducted by 

the National Research Center for Career and Technical Education (NRCCTE) “to determine if 

core academics when integrated effectively into CTE courses could move the needle of student 

achievement” (Park, Pearson, & Richardson, 2017, p. 193). The NRCCTE funded three studies 

for this purpose: Math-in-CTE, Literacy-in-CTE, and Science-in-CTE (2010). All of these studies 

were conducted in high school settings. These studies and results are described as follows. 
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Math-in-CTE 

The Math-in-CTE study researcher hypothesized that “mathematics learning and 

transferability of skills would improve when CTE teachers used the math utilized by a particular 

occupation as a springboard for more advanced mathematics instruction” (Park, Pearson, & 

Richardson, 2017, p. 194). This was an experimental research study which consisted of a 

treatment group and a control group. In the treatment group, CTE and math faculty members 

collaborated to identify math concepts embedded in CTE curriculum, instruct students in 

relation to the CTE applications first, and then transition students toward an understanding of 

the broader mathematics concepts embodied within the CTE applications. In the control group, 

the instructor provided instruction as usual. After participating in one year of instruction that 

included math contextualization, the treatment group in the study was significantly positively 

affected by the treatment as measured by traditional and college placement math tests, and 

the treatment group experienced no decline in technical skill or CTE content knowledge due to 

their participation in contextualized instruction, as measured by occupational tests (Stone, 

Alfeld, & Pearson, 2008, p. 787). The sample size was 136 classrooms (57 experimental and 79 

control group classrooms), consisting of more than 3000 students. Additional research 

conducted by Lewis and Pearson (2009) into the sustainability of the Math-in-CTE approach 

found that, after the first year in which faculty received funding to participate in professional 

development and curriculum revision, 73% of the CTE faculty and 66% of the math faculty 

continued to use the contextualization process and pedagogy to make improvements to their 

teaching (as cited in Park, Pearson, & Richardson, 2017, p. 194).  
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Literacy-in-CTE 

The Literacy-in-CTE study sought to determine if contextualization of literacy strategies 

within a CTE framework would enhance students’ reading comprehension and vocabulary. In 

this experimental study, CTE instructors for the treatment group participated in extensive 

professional development, learning to implement the MAX framework [Motivate, Acquire, 

eXtend] or the Ash framework (a reading strategy consisting of six elements) for embedding 

reading and writing across the CTE curriculum. Teachers were randomly assigned to treatment 

or control groups during the pilot phase of the study, and those who received professional 

development during the pilot study were invited to continue to participate in the full study. The 

researchers found that both MAX and Ash treatment groups received significantly higher post-

test vocabulary, comprehension, and total GMRT (Gates-MacGinitie Reading test) post-test 

scores (Park, Pearson, & Richardson, 2017, p. 196).   

Science-in-CTE 

Similar to the math and literacy studies, the Science-in-CTE study examined the effects 

on student science knowledge and abilities when exposed to science instruction contextualized 

with a CTE-curriculum. However, the Science-in-CTE study also sought to examine the 

experience of teachers who participate in the curriculum integration process. In this study, 

similar to the Math-in-CTE study, CTE instructors partnered with science instructors to 

collaborate on curriculum development. Interestingly, this study found that students who 

scored in the 2nd, 3rd, and 4th quartile for science achievement as scored on the pre-test 

benefited from the contextualized approach, which had a positive impact on their science 
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achievement scores as measured by the post-test; however, students in the 1st quartile on the 

pre-test did not show that the intervention brought about significant improvement (Park, 

Pearson, & Richardson, 2017, p. 198). Furthermore, the intervention did not show any impact 

on white students; however, non-white students’ post-test scores improved by an average of 

1.42 units, a moderately positive effect (Park, Pearson, & Richardson, 2017, p. 199). 

Additionally, the study found that both CTE and science instructors experienced positive 

benefits from the collaboration, including an assuagement of the feelings of isolation that often 

accompany teaching, deeper respect for faculty within other disciplines, and re-thinking their 

teaching approaches. The study also found that “issues of time and timing posed the greatest 

obstacles to teachers’ ability to implement the model” (Park, Pearson, & Richardson, 2017, p. 

200). These findings hearken back to Prentice’s earlier findings that time was one of the biggest 

barriers to sustainable AOI in community colleges (2001). 

Risks of Contextualized Teaching and Learning in Career and Technical Education 

Some concerns have been raised that the academic and occupational integration could 

dilute the strength of student proficiency in program technical learning outcomes; however, so 

far, research has not borne this out. Parr, Edwards, and Leising (2008) conducted a study in 

2004 that implemented the same Math-in-CTE model developed and studied by the NRCCTE. 

However, the focus of this study was the effect of contextualization on student technical 

competence rather than mathematics achievement. The researchers investigated whether the 

integration of academic content into vocational curriculum would harm students’ technical 

skills related to agricultural power and technology compared to students enrolled in a program 
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featuring traditional instructional methods. The researchers employed an experimental 

multiple group post-test only design featuring random assignment to examine students’ 

technical competence after completion of traditional and integrated vocational curriculums. 

The experimental group received the integrated curriculum, and the control group received the 

pre-existing, traditional curriculum. Student technical competence was measured by a post-

test, the National Occupational Competency Testing Institute [NOCTI] Agricultural Mechanics 

Examination. The teachers in the experimental group were partnered with math faculty who 

worked with them to develop a math-enhanced curriculum contextualized within the 

agricultural power and mechanics curriculum. The pairs identified mathematical concepts in the 

existing agricultural curriculum that aligned with mathematics standards. The teachers then 

developed a series of integrated lessons to facilitate student learning of these mathematical 

constructs. According to Parr, Edwards, and Leising (2008), “The results of this study indicated 

that the math-enhanced lessons delivered through the context of agricultural power and 

technology did not significantly diminish students’ acquisition of technical competence (p = 

.883). These findings suggest that the intervention described in this manuscript may be a viable 

way of increasing student math achievement (Parr, 2004; Parr et al., 2006) without decreasing 

the acquisition of technical knowledge and skill” (p. 67-68).  

Parr, Edwards, and Leising (2008) concluded that the infusion of enhanced mathematics 

lessons integrated with the occupational curriculum did not negatively affect students’ 

technical competence; therefore, the findings suggest that use of the intervention described in 

the study shows promise for increasing student mathematics proficiency without damaging 
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occupation specific skills. The authors suggested that further research is needed regarding 

curriculum integration efforts in other academic areas.  

Young (2006) extended the Parr, Edwards, and Leising study (a pilot lasting only one 

semester) to a full academic year. Young also investigated the potential negative consequences 

of contextualization on student technical skills and additionally investigated the effects of 

contextualization on student math achievement. Young’s study confirmed Parr, Edward’s, and 

Leising’s findings that contextualization did not harm student technical competency. Young also 

investigated the impact of contextualization on student math achievement and found no 

significant difference between groups in mathematics competency or student ability to transfer 

mathematical concepts to new situations.  

Clearly, contextualized teaching and learning has potential for bolstering student 

learning in high school CTE programs and in community college developmental education 

programs. Research also suggests that contextualized teaching and learning shows promise for 

improving student learning in occupational programs with few drawbacks. Several community 

and technical college systems have adopted this approach to improve remedial, or 

developmental, education outcomes for students within occupation programs. However, little 

attention has been paid to CTL of college level academic outcomes and little research has been 

conducted. After conducting an extensive review of literature concerning contextualized 

teaching and learning for occupational programs, Perin (2011) concluded: “No studies of 

integrated instruction at the college level were identified” (p. 274). 
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WHY CONTEXTUALIZED TEACHING AND LEARNING IN GENERAL EDUCATION? 

Clearly, contextualized teaching and learning has potential for bolstering student 

learning in high school CTE programs and in community college developmental education 

programs. Research also suggests that contextualized teaching and learning shows promise for 

improving student learning in occupational programs with few drawbacks. Several community 

and technical college systems have adopted this approach to improve remedial, or 

developmental, education outcomes for students within occupation programs. However, little 

attention has been paid to CTL of college level academic outcomes and little research has been 

conducted. After conducting an extensive review of literature concerning contextualized 

teaching and learning for occupational programs, Perin (2011) concluded: “No studies of 

integrated instruction at the college level were identified” (p. 274). 

21st Century Skills are General Educational Learning Outcomes 

Demand for students to meet broad educational goals has arisen once again with 

today’s demand for 21st century skills by employers, and many of these skills are also needed 

to achieve the same Deweyan ideals of an engaged citizenry prepared for productive civic 

participation and meaningful living. One of the newest terms for the current version of industry 

need is the T-Professional: according to Gardner and Estry (2017), employers are seeking 

“differently educated and prepared college graduates who can quickly adapt to innovation and 

rapid change in the workplace,” which can be illustrated with the capital letter T. In other 

words, employers are looking for those who embody the characteristics of depth, “defined in 

terms of disciplinary knowledge and the ability to understand how individuals with that 
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knowledge function and interact,” and breadth, defined as “the professional abilities that allow 

someone with profound disciplinary knowledge to interact meaningfully with others who 

possess different disciplinary knowledge in order to affect an outcome that might not otherwise 

be possible” (Gardner & Estry, 2017, p. 1). Furthermore, according to the American Association 

of Community Colleges, college graduates must be “not just globally competitive, but also 

globally competent, understanding their roles as citizens and workers in an international 

context” (2012, p. viii). DeCamillis (2015) confirmed that employers in Michigan desire these 

competencies among new hires, and Soffel (2016), with The World Economic Forum, further 

categorized the needed skills into three categories: foundational literacies, competencies, and 

character qualities.  

Employers are finding recent graduates inadequately prepared with the foundational 

literacies to meet the needs for writing in the workplace. Not only are students largely unable 

to write competently, but they are also lacking in rhetorical decision-making abilities. In other 

words, they choose inappropriate mediums such as texting when dealing with a serious 

company issue (Carlson, 2017, p. 24). Other types of literacies are also essential. These include 

numeracy, scientific literacy, ICT (digital information literacy), financial literacy, and cultural and 

civic consciousness (Soffel, 2016). Beyond these foundational literacies, students need to 

develop the ability to “do” certain things. These are termed competencies, and the most 

desired among tomorrow’s graduates are critical thinking or problem solving, creativity, 

communication, and collaboration (Soffel). Current and future employers will be looking for the 

character qualities of curiosity, initiative, persistence or grit, adaptability, leadership, and social 

and cultural awareness (Soffel).  
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While there will be a strong demand for graduates with the foundational literacies, 

competencies, and character qualities that are traditionally associated with a liberal arts 

curriculum, the most desirable 21st century skill set goes beyond the traditionally 

dichotomizing notion of STEM or liberal arts; the most sought after and highly paid employees 

will have skill sets that include hard and soft skills, or an integration of liberal arts/general 

education competencies with STEM or occupationally specific skills (Carlson, 2017, p. 4). 

According to Lorenzo, “The fastest-growing category of employment in advanced economies 

like the US are ‘interaction’ jobs, meaning jobs that require complex interactions and require 

deep knowledge, and independent judgment” (2013, p. 8). In order for community colleges to 

achieve these complex learning goals for students, faculty in fields traditionally associated with 

general education or “transfer” courses are being called upon to re-envision both their 

disciplinary function and how discipline-centric instruction can support the needs of students in 

all majors while preparing them to meet the challenges of the 21st century. At the same time, 

CTE or vocational instructors are being called upon to consider how to broaden their 

instructional plans to promote the development of broader skill sets.  

General Education Outcomes are Discipline-specific 

Hoffman Beyer, Gillmore, and Fisher (2007) conducted an extensive, four-year, mixed-

methods Study of Undergraduate Learning at the University of Washington [UW-SOUL] 

concerning six general education learning outcomes:  

• Personal growth: the extent students changed during undergraduate study, 
including how their sense of themselves evolved over time 
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• Understanding and appreciating diversity: the extent students’ attitudes about 
cultural and ethnic diversity changed over the course of their education 

• Critical thinking and problem solving: the ability to defined and solve problems, and 
the ability to analyze written information  

• Writing: the ability to use writing as thinking and as a means of communicating 
thought  

• Quantitative reasoning: the ability to use numbers to justify products and policies, 
and to extend the use of quantitative reasoning into other areas of thinking 

• Information technology and literacy: “locating information needed to help make 
decisions or solve problems” (p. 44) 

Of the six general education learning outcomes studied in the UW-SOUL, only personal growth 

was found not to be discipline-specific. The remaining five learning outcomes appeared highly 

differentiated according to a student’s field of study.  

Regarding the outcome “understanding and appreciating diversity,” Hoffman Beyer, 

Gillmore, and Fisher (2007) concluded that “the curriculum of major affects one’s attitude 

about the value of diversity’s contribution to learning” (p. 123). Engineering students valued 

the contribution of diversity to their learning consistently lowly across all four years, whereas 

humanities majors increased their value of diversity’s contribution to their learning. Excepting 

business, students in other majors demonstrated that their valuing of diversity decreased by 

the fourth year of undergraduate education (Hoffman Beyer, Gillmore, & Fisher, p. 122). 

Furthermore, when responding to a seven-category survey asking students to report on their 

learning about diversity, the researchers found statistically significant differences in means 

between disciplines for all categories except one: “communicating effectively with people from 

other groups” (Hoffman Beyer, Gillmore, & Fisher, p. 132). The researchers also found that 

majors in humanities, business, the arts, and social sciences learned more about diversity than 
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those in engineering and the sciences. Based on these findings, the UW-SOUL researchers 

recommended that departments “determine what their majors should know and experience 

regarding diversity and assess whether their majors are learning those things” (Hoffman Beyer, 

Gillmore, & Fisher, p. 142). Furthermore, the researchers contend that “institutions need to 

build structures for interaction that cross disciplines and ethnicity” (Hoffman Beyer, Gillmore, & 

Fisher, p. 142).  

The critical thinking and problem-solving outcome was so discipline-specific that the 

UW-SOUL research team concluded that “generic definitions” of critical thinking and problem 

solving “ignored the ways disciplines shade, shape, and bind what students do when they are 

thinking critically or solving problems” (Hoffman Beyer, Gillmore, & Fisher, 2007, p.146). 

Hoffman Beyer, Gillmore, and Fisher argued that the tasks typically included under this heading, 

including recognizing and defining problems, identifying stakeholders, gathering information 

that relates to the problem under consideration, choosing the best alternative after weighing 

related evidence, and testing the argument” are so specific to student field of study as to be 

“context bound” (p. 147). The UW-SOUL researchers discovered that the general terms “critical 

thinking” and “problem solving” were not applied by faculty in several fields that have their 

own terminology. For example, in Architecture and Urban Planning, “design thinking” was the 

more specific cognitive processes required in the field (Hoffman Beyer, Gillmore, & Fisher, p. 

160), and in Art, faculty engaged students in “problem-seeking” rather than in problem solving 

(Hoffman Beyer, Gillmore, & Fisher, p. 164). The authors concluded that their findings have 

significant implications for the improvement of student learning. They suggest that, early in 

their postsecondary careers, students should be made more aware of the differences between 
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fields in “intellectual values, approaches, and goals,” that institutions should consider moving 

away from the term “critical thinking” to “disciplinary thinking,” and that faculty should “be 

explicit in teaching their students how to do the kinds of thinking” required in the field 

(Hoffman Beyer, Gillmore, & Fisher, p. 197). The authors believed that a heightened awareness 

of disciplinary differences could help faculty to “better understand their own blind spots” and 

allow them to better help students navigate the “intellectual maze” of the institution (Hoffman 

Beyer, Gillmore, & Fisher, p. 198).  

Two areas in which there is relatively widespread understanding of the discipline-

specific nature of general education outcomes are reading and writing. The concept of 

disciplinary contextualized reading instruction dates back to the 1960s in the United States with 

the work of pioneer in the field of reading instruction, Harold Herber. Herber’s work was 

central to the development of the “reading-in-the-content-areas” movement. This movement 

called for schools to provide professional development and in-service opportunities for 

collaborative partnerships between reading and disciplinary faculty. Herber advocated that 

“research findings need to be made practical and translated into classroom practice” (1967, p. 

6).  

The writing-across-the curriculum movement also has a lengthy history. According to 

Russel, discussion and debate surrounding this issue reaches back to the 1870s, when 

educators began seriously wrestling with “the conflict between pressure to increase 

specialization of knowledge and of professional work (upholding disciplinary standards) and 

pressure to integrate more fully an ever-widening number of citizens into intellectually 

meaningful activity within mass society (promoting social equity)” (1991, p. 23). By the turn of 
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the 20th century, Dewey and his contemporaries sought to bridge this divide, perceiving 

progressive public education, as Russel described it, as an opportunity to “weave together the 

interests of the learner with the structures and activities of the disciplines through increasingly 

more sophisticated uses of language, balancing in a range of discourse the personal and private 

experience of the student and the public and impersonal knowledge of the community” (p. 27). 

Throughout the first half of the 20th century, social and economic changes impacted the 

currents of educational movements, with the humanistic ideals of the constructivist approach 

that embraced contextualized learning largely giving way to the behaviorist approach of 

discreet skills to be taught in isolation. However, pockets of interdisciplinary collaboration 

persisted and gave rise to the founding of the Conference on College Composition and 

Communication (CCCC) in 1949. CCCC developed into a community of practice for teachers of 

college writing and became an organization that promoted research and research-based 

classroom practice. Similar to the history of the reading-in-the-content-areas movement, the 

work of researchers in the 1960s led to an increased understanding of the need for 

contextualized writing instruction, and experimental approaches began to crop up. By the mid-

1970s, the movement had coalesced into a true Writing Across the Curriculum (WAC) 

movement. By 2012, The National Council of the Teachers of English had published a 

“Framework for Success in Postsecondary Writing,” which laid out desired outcomes for writing 

curriculum, a list that resembled the learning outcomes embraced by both colleges and 

employers and described as 21st century skills. These outcomes included the following: 

• Curiosity - the desire to know more about the world.  

• Openness - the willingness to consider new ways of being and thinking in the world.  
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• Engagement - a sense of investment and involvement in learning.  

• Creativity - the ability to use novel approaches for generating, investigating, and 
representing ideas.  

• Persistence - the ability to sustain interest in and attention to short- and long-term 
projects.  

• Responsibility - the ability to take ownership of one's actions and understand the 
consequences of those actions for oneself and others.  

• Flexibility - the ability to adapt to situations, expectations, or demands.  

• Metacognition - the ability to reflect on one's own thinking as well as on the 
individual and cultural processes used to structure knowledge. (NCTE, 2012, p. 525) 

The NCTE framework also described a need to prepare students for “the writing challenges in 

the full spectrum of academic courses and later in their careers” (2012, p. 526).  

While movements toward contextualized instruction have been established since the 

1970s and have taken root in many liberal arts colleges and universities, these approaches 

gained spotty traction in community colleges. For example, in 1987, a survey of members of the 

American Association of Community and Junior Colleges found that only 1/3 of respondents 

reported an active WAC movement (Stout & Magnotto, 1991). Recently, however, broad 

understanding of the need for contextualization has once again been gaining ground, in part 

due to the efforts of organizations such as WestEd and the University of Texas at Austin’s 

Charles A. Dana Center. WestEd’s Reading Apprenticeship Model provides both faculty 

professional development to promote reading and communicative fluency in discipline-specific 

courses; further, contextualization of mathematics instruction has been widely promoted by 

the work of the Charles A. Dana Center.  
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Research Regarding Discipline-Specific Contextualization in Academic Courses 

In most research studies regarding contextualized teaching and learning [CTL], academic 

content has been integrated within occupational or discipline-based courses, such as the 

NRCCTE funded Math-in-CTE, Literacy-in-CTE, and Science-in-CTE studies discussed previously in 

this chapter (2010). However, an alternative approach was taken by Lau (2015) at a midwestern 

community college. In this study, developmental reading courses were contextualized by 

connecting reading strategies to content in students’ fields of study (health professions, 

criminal justice, business, automotive technology, or diesel-powered technology). This 

experimental study used a pre-test, post-test multiple group design. Lau found that CTL shows 

promise for improvement of academic learning outcomes and emphasized that academic 

improvement is but one of the benefits. Research also indicates that CTL may provide students 

with other benefits including a “heightened sense of belonging and integration within the 

institution” (Scrivener et al, 2008, as cited in Lau, 2015).  

THE ELEMENTS AND IMPORTANCE OF EFFECTIVE INSTRUCTIONAL DESIGN 

The role of faculty and instruction is crucial to student success. As discussed in Chapter 

One, faculty are highly influential in students’ establishment of a sense of “competent 

membership” in college—a sense of possessing the knowledge and skills required to be 

successful and of being included in the college community (Barnett, 2011, p. 200). As previously 

noted, Barnett’s research added emphasis to the importance of faculty relationships on 

students’ departure decisions in Tinto’s model (2011).  
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Student sense of connection to faculty is clearly one important component of student 

success. The faculty role is central to the learning and growth that students experience while 

enrolled in college. Today’s most effective instructors understand that they best serve students 

when they approach the instructional task in the role of facilitator of student learning and 

therefore emphasize active student learning in their teaching plans, rather than students 

passively listening and viewing an instructor’s teaching presentation. In other words, teachers 

who create learner-centered instructional activities find that student experience more growth 

in several areas: research shows that the act of granting students more control in their learning, 

providing them with greater levels of autonomy, improves not only their motivation and 

engagement but also heightens the achievement of learning outcomes and improves students’ 

ability to transfer their learning to novel situations (Wilengea-Meijer et al., 2011). Weimer 

(2013) conducted an extensive review of the research surrounding learner-centered teaching. 

Based upon this review, she distilled five underlying principles of effective learner-centered 

teaching practice: 

1. Teachers let students do more learning tasks 

2. Teachers do less telling so that students can do more discovering 

3. Teachers do instructional design work more carefully 

4. Faculty more explicitly model how experts learn 

5. Faculty engage student to learn from and with each other.  

Another area of research that has strong implications for teachers in college classrooms 

is around the concept of mindset. Those who hold a fixed mindset tend toward the notion that 

intelligence is fixed; whereas those that hold a growth mindset understand that there is growth 
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potential in all human beings and that intellectual capacity can be developed. Research 

suggests that teachers can intervene to close learning gaps and boost student learning and 

success among at-risk students by intentionally fostering the development of a growth 

mindsets in their students (Claro, Paunesku, & Dweck, 2016).  

As discussed in Chapter One, research has indicated that faculty who leverage certain 

instructional strategies, known as high impact practices (HIPs), are correlated to student 

success. HIPS include the following strategies (AACU, 2017): 

• First-Year Experiences 

• Common Intellectual Experiences 

• Learning Communities 

• Writing-Intensive Courses 

• Collaborative Assignments and Projects 

• Undergraduate Research 

• Diversity/Global Learning 

• Service Learning, Community-Based Learning 

• Internships 

• Capstone Courses and Projects 

Researchers Bonet and Walters (2016) conducted a pilot study regarding the effect of 

high impact practices in the context of a learning communities approach at Kingsborough 

Community College. In the study, students were grouped into cohorts taking a structured 

blocked program of study including developmental English, a student skills course, and a social 

or behavioral science course. Of note, in Bonet and Walters’ Kingsborough study, participating 

faculty members were also required to complete certification in Writing-Across-the-Curriculum 
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instruction. Bonet and Walters found that students participating in the learning communities/ 

high-impact practices pilot were less likely to be absent and had higher levels of engagement, 

better grades, and improved course completion rates. Bonet and Walters’ study was an 

extension of research conducted in an earlier four-year follow up study of six community 

college learning communities programs which indicated that the learning community approach 

had both positive impacts on student persistence and graduation rates (Weiss et al., 2012, as 

cited in Bonet and Walters, 2016). Bonet and Walters’ study confirmed the earlier findings.  

SUMMARY 

A close examination of publications by today’s economic and labor-market forecasters 

reveals that many are calling for today’s students to be better prepared with what are known as 

21st century learning outcomes. Due to significant changes brought on by artificial intelligence 

and automation, experts describe a need for students to be more adaptable, better at problem-

solving and critical thinking, more creative, better at collaborating, globally and culturally 

literate, and highly effective in communicating, among other expectations.  

There has been historical debate about whether the purpose of higher education is to 

meet labor market demands or if the purpose is something more aspirational, to create 

enlightened human beings ideally suited to be excellent citizens who are well-equipped to 

participate in democracy. The tension surrounding the purpose of higher education has 

typically put those favoring the purpose of employment preparation on one side of this debate, 

with those who favor the purposes of meaningful enlightenment on the other side. However, as 

early as the beginning of the 20th century, Dewey and his followers imagined that these two 
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sides need not be terminally opposed to each other. Dewey saw a person’s educational journey 

as one which could and should hold all of these possibilities simultaneously, that education 

could provide opportunity for economic mobility, while also adding personal meaning to one’s 

life and better citizenry for the nation. Many educators have agreed with Dewey and kept this 

philosophy alive through a variety of learning movements over the years, including the 

movement of academic and occupational integration of the 1990s and the reading and writing 

across-the-curriculum movements. 

Recently, similar ideas have been taking hold in higher education as research has 

provided a growing understanding of the discipline-specific nature of general education 

outcomes and the value of contextualizing these outcomes within student fields of study. 

Perhaps not surprisingly, these general education learning outcomes are nearly identical to the 

21st century learning outcomes that experts claim that students need. By engaging students in 

learning activities that promote their attainment of relevant learning outcomes in the contexts 

of their fields of study, faculty can simultaneously help their students to be successful in the job 

market and participate meaningfully in all aspects of life in the modern world.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

INTRODUCTION  

A Toolkit for 21st Century Teaching and Learning (see Chapter 4) was developed with an 

audience of community college faculty in mind. It introduces instructors to the shifting needs of 

today’s learners and includes a collection of relevant, ready to use teaching materials that are 

supported by brief discussions of corroborating research. This toolkit grew out of the 

convergence of my Ferris State Doctorate of Community College Leadership coursework with 

my experiences as a community college instructor. This product is not intended to be a 

definitive work but rather a relatively short, user-friendly handbook. It begins with an 

introduction to the changing workplace and society’s emerging challenges. The introductory 

chapter describes a student-centered approach to learning and high impact practices in 

teaching. The subsequent three chapters provide concrete examples that illustrate the 

principles of this approach. The goal is two-fold: to emphasize the dynamic nature of today’s 

learning landscape and to provide faculty with the theoretical underpinnings and resources to 

support active learning that adequately prepares students with relevant, future-facing skills. 

NEED FOR THE PRODUCT  

Unfortunately, despite growing awareness of the need for an updated approach to 

instructional design, most community colleges continue to funnel resources into initiatives that 

focus primarily on the student experience outside of the classroom, such as wrap-around 
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supports like academic advising and career counseling, rather than on initiatives aimed at 

improving students’ academic engagement. This approach ignores the central function of a 

college, that of student learning. A key problem with this approach is the lack of pedagogical 

training of many community college faculty members who are frequently hired for their field 

expertise, rather than their teaching experience or preparation as an educator. Therefore, 

many new instructors rely on the memory of their student experience to shape their approach 

to teaching. On the other hand, there are community college faculty members with years of 

experience in teaching who have experienced extensive professional development through 

formal educator preparation programs or an amalgam of conferences, workshops, and 

trainings. Even for these highly experienced educators, it can be difficult to juggle the full-time 

teaching load typical in a community college setting while keeping up with labor-market trends 

and simultaneously creating new, engaging, relevant, and challenging learning experiences.  

According to multiple sources, including economic, workforce, and academically focused 

organizations, the path to success in the 21st century economy includes obtaining not only field-

specific knowledge but also “a broader set of general problem-solving and critical-thinking skills 

to perform new tasks” (Carnevale, Strohl, Ridley, & Gulish, 2018, p. 7). Rapid improvements in 

automation and artificial intelligence are making repetitive and even many analytical 

capabilities redundant; “These new realities of work require new sets of soft skills, including 

teamwork and leadership, to facilitate collaboration” (Carnevale, Strohl, Ridley, & Gulish, p. 7). 

To obtain such complex skill sets, students need to experience instruction that develops these 

capabilities. Extensive research by Hoffman Beyer, Gillmore, and Fisher (2007) demonstrates 

that such skills are best developed through contextualized instruction.  
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The understanding of the need for contextualized instruction has been embraced and 

promoted through the on-going efforts of many organizations through which instructors can 

find resources, support, and training. For example, the University of Texas at Austin Charles A. 

Dana Center provides resources and courses to promote the development of contextualized 

instruction through Mathematics Pathways. Furthermore, the Reading Apprenticeship Model 

by WestEd provides both face-to-face and online courses developed specifically to help 

disciplinary faculty learn to provide contextualized reading instruction, while the California 

Acceleration Project supports faculty to develop critical thinking learning outcomes in co-

requisite composition courses. Several resources in this product were derived from or inspired 

by California Acceleration Project and WestEd materials.  

Of course, there are many sources of instructional materials and inspiring ideas available 

to teachers. For example, teacherspayteachers.com includes more than three million lesson 

plans and other resources created by educators, for educators, with many resources that are 

free or require a minimal payment of less than $5. Teachers Pay Teachers is an online 

marketplace for instructional materials; however, it focuses primarily on discipline-specific 

instruction in K-12 schools. As of July 2020, the site also included more than 600 resources 

related to higher education and some specifically for community college educators. Resources 

in the higher education category fell mostly in one of two categories: 1) nontransferable, 

discipline-specific resources, and 2) college success strategies such as study skills or accessing 

resources.  

A Toolkit for 21st Century Teaching and Learning was conceived of to be a unique 

addition to the materials that are already available to teachers. The purpose is to provide 
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community college teachers with both the background information to help them understand 

the need for contextualized instruction in 21st-century skills, concepts, and habits of mind and a 

selection of materials ready for use in their classrooms.  

PROCESS OF RESEARCH AND PRODUCT DEVELOPMENT  

This project had its origins in a class that was part of the coursework in Ferris State 

University’s Doctorate of Community College Leadership (DCCL) program: “Critical Trends and 

Issues in the Community College.” While taking the “Critical Trends” class, I was exposed to the 

workforce development function of the community college, and I became acquainted with 

research regarding changing labor markets. Despite having a career that spanned nearly twenty 

years in higher education, I had never received professional development or taken coursework 

that included a discussion of the relationship between general education learning outcomes 

and a graduate’s employability. According to my experiences as an English instructor, the sole 

concern of community college liberal arts and general education programs seemed to be 

preparing students for successful transfer to university programs; further, it had been my 

perception that the sole concern of the “occupational” side of the college was to prepare 

students for employment. The experience in this class sowed the seeds of interest, and I began 

exploring the connections between the general education functions of the college and the 

external demands for employability of graduates.  

The instructional materials in this product were developed through an iterative process 

that truly began in the Fall of 2000, when I taught my first College Composition course at 

Northern Michigan University in Marquette, Michigan, and began laying the foundation for my 
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subsequent development as a teacher. However, the materials I have selected for inclusion in 

this product work primarily grew out a two-year period of intense experimentation of 

incorporating various fields of research into my practice as a community college English 

teacher. I began revising existing learning activities and even redesigned entire classes. For 

example, the creation of a theme-based composition class grew out of research connecting the 

work of Peter Adams’ Accelerated Learning Project, the California Acceleration Project, and 

reports by the World Economic Forum. I reviewed learning materials and repeatedly revised 

them to improve student engagement and learning; the project grew into what came to be a 

collection of resources to effectively facilitate dynamic learning.  

DESCRIPTION OF THE PRODUCT  

A Toolkit for 21st Century Teaching and Learning is an e-book that is both a primer to 

acquaint community college instructors with the need for developing updated learning 

outcomes and a collection of materials for engaging students to support their achievement of 

these learning outcomes. This toolkit was not intended to be an exhaustive resource but rather 

a representative sampling of activities, assignments, and approaches to student learning that 

are readily adaptable for use and easily contextualized within a variety of disciplines and 

learning situations, including both general education and occupationally focused, discipline-

specific courses.  

Some of the methods described in this resource have been adapted from materials 

developed by others, including experts in the field of teaching and learning, while others were 

created by me through an iterative process over several years of teaching. Some of the learning 
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activities and frameworks included in this resource are ready to use as presented, while others 

will require varying levels of adaptation to each unique context and practitioner.  

The e-book was meant to be accessible and engaging, with a professional appearance 

that includes timely and representative images. The photographs and images included in the e-

book were taken from three sources: the first two sources are Pixabay and Pexels, websites 

that host royalty-free images with open-access licensing. The third source of images is a 

personal collection of photos taken by me in my classroom. They depict students engaging in 

the described activities.  

CONTENTS AND ORGANIZATION  

The contents of this resource include an introduction and a materials section that 

includes three chapters. The introduction makes a case for the need for updated instructional 

programming and practice in community college. It provides a discussion of 21st century skills as 

general education outcomes, the need for contextualization of general education learning 

outcomes, and effective instructional practice to facilitate learner attainment of these 

outcomes. A final, fifth chapter was added during the Coronavirus pandemic of 2020-21 to 

include discussion and strategies for engaging students in virtual classrooms using 

videoconferencing tools. A list of references completes the handbook.  

The three chapters in the materials section were developed around themes, or learning 

outcomes, that resonate broadly across lists of desired learning outcomes as developed by 

economic, workforce, and academic organizations. The selected outcomes are the following:  

1. Critical and Creative Thinking 
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2. Communicative fluency 

3. Collaboration and Teamwork  

Each of the three “materials” chapters includes a list of linked headings for easy access 

to each resource. Each materials section begins with a discussion section that is followed by the 

materials section. The discussion section of each chapter describes origins of the materials that 

have been adapted from other sources, including organizations and individuals who developed 

the original materials, as well as historical background and theoretical underpinnings, as 

applicable.  

The materials section of each chapter is a curated collection of activities, handouts, and 

assignments that align with a student-centered, active-learning instructional approach. They 

were selected for their applicability to the selected learning outcomes and for their ease of 

adaptability to multiple disciplinary contexts. These materials were also selected due to the 

success I have experienced with their use, the excitement they generate among students, and 

the influential role they played in building a sense of scholarly community in both 

developmental and traditional community college classrooms. These activities put students in 

the driver’s seat when it comes to their learning, or, in other words, they grant students 

autonomy, or freedom to make choices, in their work. A key understanding of this approach is 

that student autonomy improves not only student motivation and engagement, but also 

heightens the achievement of learning outcomes. Autonomy especially improves students’ 

ability to transfer their learning to novel situations, an object of particular importance for 

today’s students, in hopes they become well-equipped to problem solve in response to the 

constantly changing modern environment (Wilengea-Meijer et al., 2011). Often, these activities 



 

 52 

were coupled with opportunities for students to research about the rapidly changing 

technological, socioeconomic, and employment landscapes, as well as to discuss them openly 

and draw their own conclusions. 

These materials also particularly emphasize the following high impact practices, as 

discussed in Chapters One and Two of this work: common intellectual experiences, 

collaborative assignments and projects, undergraduate research, and community-based 

learning. They were designed to maximize student engagement and are intended for free use, 

sharing, and modification for educational purposes. It is hoped that this resource will inspire 

and invigorate teachers so that they can empower today’s community college students to 

succeed in tomorrow’s world. 

SUMMARY  

Often, community college reform efforts take a “hands off” approach when it comes to 

instructional design. However, many community college teachers lack either an understanding 

of effective instructional practice or of employability needs of graduates, and sometimes they 

lack both. While there are many free and low-cost resources that instructors can turn to for 

help, few of the resources reflect transferable teaching materials designed to promote future-

facing skills that are also easily contextualized across a variety of fields of study. As a 

community college English teacher and a student in the DCCL program, I found myself at a 

unique vantage point for viewing the intersection of community college, liberal arts, and 

occupational missions with changing social and employment landscapes and understanding 

how students can be better equipped through effective instructional practice. Through an 
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iterative process of research and practice, I developed an array of teaching activities and 

assignments. This product includes an introduction to that research and the principles of 

effective practice with a curated collection of these materials. A Toolkit for 21st Century 

Teaching and Learning uses an attractive and accessible e-book format to place these resources 

directly into instructors’ hands.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: A TOOLKIT FOR 21ST CENTURY TEACHING AND LEARNING 

The following pages contain the images of the e-book, A Toolkit for 21st Century 

Teaching and Learning. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION 

INTRODUCTION  

Having spent more than a decade teaching in community colleges and nearly two 

decades of teaching in the higher education community more broadly, I perceived a disconnect 

between liberal arts faculty and occupational or trades faculty. At each institution, these groups 

appeared to be working to achieve different goals: the liberal arts faculty to prepare students 

for transfer and engaged citizenry and the occupational faculty to prepare students for the 

demands of particular jobs. Contributing further to this disconnect, the student services and 

administrative groups pursued other goals that often appeared to be at odds with the goals of 

instructors: the student services staff to retain students by engaging them in college life and the 

administration to achieve fiscal stability. This toolkit grew out of the researcher’s firsthand 

experience and research. This research maintains that 21st century learning is the common goal 

that underpins the mission of the community college and highlights the key role that faculty 

play in preparing students for the future and in driving student engagement and retention.  

Across the community college and higher educational landscape, initiatives abound. 

Organizations and community college administrators continuously embark on reform efforts to 

improve student success. One example comes from Achieving the Dream’s Institutional 

Capacity Assessment metric, which gauges the student-centered culture of an institution in the 

following seven areas: 
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• data and technology  

• equity  

• teaching and learning 

• strategy and planning 

• policies and practices 

• leadership and vision 

• engagement and communication (Achieving the Dream, 2020) 

In the Institutional Capacity Assessment metric, all categories are weighted equally, signifying 

that teaching and learning, the key functions of the college, have not been prioritized.  

Another example can be found in the long-standing federally funded TRiO grants, which 

provide substantial financial support for colleges to institute a number of wrap-around supports 

for students, such as academic advising, tutoring, and counseling services. Whilst these 

interventions have been created with the best of intentions, the key service that community 

colleges provide, the role of learning, fails to occupy a central or even major focus in these 

efforts. Additionally, these efforts are internally focused, examining the way that colleges 

propel students into and through the higher education pipeline. The emphasis is on the number 

of credits and degrees attained. There is little discussion or examination of the quality of 

instruction or the relevancy of the curriculum for students’ future career and life success.  

The American Association of Community Colleges and other externally facing 

organizations have been calling for community colleges to heighten their consideration of the 

long-term career and life needs of students and redesign their curriculums around 21st century 

learning goals. Some recent movements to emphasize relevant, high-quality instruction in 
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reform efforts have garnered attention and traction. For example, Complete College America 

(n.d.) recently developed a list of research-supported strategies to improve student completion 

rates. These include methods for building momentum toward degree attainment, ensuring 

students can get on the “correct path” early, and ensuring students have the supports intended 

to keep them on track. Two strategies relate directly to curricular redesign, mathematics 

pathways and co-requisite support. Both the UT Dana Center and the California Acceleration 

Program have also addressed curricular redesign, and these institutions have forwarded 

research into these areas and provided teaching materials and professional development for 

instructors specifically in the areas of Mathematics and English Composition. Whilst the UT 

Dana Center is beginning to have broader national reach, the California Acceleration Project is 

strongly influencing primarily California’s community colleges. The work of the UT Dana Center 

is also particularly notable because it is both internally and externally facing, considering the 

applicability of general education mathematics outcomes for the needs of students specific to 

their future profession. However, both the work of the UT Dana Center and the California 

Acceleration Project is discipline-specific, geared toward faculty in the fields of mathematics 

and English composition, with neither project offering materials intended for a broader faculty 

audience. 

LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

This dissertation was created with the intent to help bridge the divide between 

reformers, teachers, and employers, to integrate occupational and academic goals, and to 

provide teachers with materials to engage students with relevant and empowering instruction. 
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The product of this dissertation, A Toolkit for 21st Century Teaching and Learning, provides an 

overview of the competencies in demand by today and tomorrow’s labor market, which are 

also those needed by students to navigate increasingly complex socioeconomic and 

environmental challenges. The product also describes research-based recommendations for 

effective teaching practice and offers instructional materials for direct application in community 

college classrooms.  

The learning materials in this product have not been vetted through formal research. 

They were designed based upon principles of learner-centered teaching, an approach which 

research has shown to be effective. In Weimer’s extensive review of research regarding faculty-

orientations to teacher, teacher-focused approaches were compared to student-centered 

approaches that require students to actively construct knowledge (2013). Teacher-focused 

approaches were described as based upon an information transmission approach and were 

positively associated with surface or non-deep learning for students (Trigwell, as cited in 

Weimer, 2013). On the other hand, teachers who spent more time focused on what their 

students were doing and learning, those who encouraged self-directed learning, had students 

who were more “less likely to adopt a surface approach and more likely to adopt a deep 

approach” (Trigwell, as cited in Weimer, p. 33).  

Weimer’s review also included a discussion of contextualized, or discipline-based, 

learner-centered approaches. Most of these studies focused on student learning in the 

sciences. In one study of note, a “peer-led team learning” model was implemented in a general 

chemistry course. 100 students in an experimental group participated in two fifty-minute 

lectures and one fifty-minute peer-led session, while the control group of 190 students 
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participate in three fifty-minutes lectures. All students took the same four exams and final. 

Students who had been exposed to the peer-led approach achieved higher means on every 

exam. Additionally, when students in the experimental group were surveyed upon the 

conclusion of the course, given the choice to enroll for the upcoming semester in either 

traditional and peer-led methods for the following semester, 85% of students said they would 

opt for the peer-led method (Lewis and Lewis, 2005, as cited in Weimer, 2013). Furthermore, a 

more robust study that included 713 students found that even unstructured group 

collaboration resulted in students arriving at more effective strategies for problem-solving than 

students who had not worked in groups. The study concluded that, in the collaboration group, 

“most students improved by a factor of about 10 percent, including many of the students who 

had previously settled on ineffective strategies” (Cooper, Cox, Nammouz, & Case, 2008, as cited 

in Weimer, 2013, p. 47).  

Whilst the learning materials in this toolkit have not been vetted through formal 

research, they are the results of an informal iterative process of continuous improvement. 

Learning outcome assessments, attendance records, class grades, course evaluations, and 

student retention records collected by this researcher for personal and institutional purposes 

showed heightened student success in courses in which these activities and materials were 

implemented, including in more formalized records kept for grant-reporting purposes. 

Furthermore, no formal research was conducted to ascertain which materials were more 

effective than others or the significance of these materials versus other factors that may have 

contributed to heightened student success. For example, curricular reforms such as a co-

requisite instructional model were implemented simultaneously with many of these activities, 
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the influence of which cannot be overlooked. Furthermore, these materials were used at a 

rural, community college with small class sizes. Thus, the number of students affected would 

not have been significant for a quantitative study. Additionally, the potential effects of class 

size, cultural and geographic contexts, and student demographics should not be overlooked. 

More direct assessment of learning outcomes is needed, as well as research related to the 

impacts of these activities for student engagement, motivation, and retention.  

There is also a demonstrable need for research regarding teacher and administrative 

experience relating to academic and occupational integration through contextualized 

instruction. The resources in this toolkit are practitioner focused, meant to assist teachers to 

engage in small-scale efforts to improve student learning and academic success in the context 

of their classrooms. However, this toolkit provides only a “stepping off” point into the broader 

conversation surrounding curricular relevance, instructional practice, and institutional strategy.  

The toolkit may serve to compel discussion and bridge connections between academic 

and occupational faculty and departments, but without institutional commitment and support 

from administrators, these alignments and practices will have spotty and relatively minor 

impact on students’ overall academic experiences. As noted in Chapter 2 of this dissertation, in 

the 1990s, a trend toward academic and occupational integration emerged in community 

colleges. Unfortunately, this movement was not sustained, stalling out by the early 2000s. Parr, 

Edwards, and Leising (2008) found that the integration efforts that had been initiated 

demanded a significant commitment of time and effort from the teachers involved. The authors 

believed that the small monetary compensation that their study offered teachers, while not 

sufficient to cover the actual hours they spent in this work, at least provided motivation for 
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teachers to persist in the study. The authors surmised that monetary incentives would be 

necessary to compensate teachers for undertaking similarly intensive projects. They suggested 

that further research is needed regarding teachers’ perceptions of their challenges and needs 

for administrative support.  

Young (2006) provided further confirmation of the need for investigation into the 

experience of teachers involved in the process of contextualization. Young described the 

extensive professional development conducted with teachers involved in this process and their 

development of “communities of practice” through repeated collaboration in professional 

development days. Young suggested a need for further research into the potential of CTE 

instructor communities of practice to “create vibrant and effective schools where the quality of 

student learning is exemplary” (p. 113).  

Weimer provided an overview of research into the effects of learner-centered teaching 

on student learning, citing multiple studies and literature reviews which confirmed that 

student-centered approaches contributed to knowledge retention, deep and transformative 

learning, higher levels of motivation, and increased academic performance (Prince, 2004, Hale 

and Mullen, 2009, & Trigwell, 2010, as cited in Weimer, 2013). However, most of these studies 

were conducted in traditional university settings and not tested in community college settings, 

in which students tend to be less academically prepared and at higher risk due to 

socioeconomic factors. Furthermore, there is a need for research regarding the connection 

between the student experience of learner-centered teaching with retention and graduation 

rates and subsequent career and life outcomes.  
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NEXT STEPS  

This toolkit should be used in combination with other reforms that place student 

learning at their center. Bailey, Jenkins, and Jaggars (2015) encouraged colleges to undertake 

comprehensive reform to build a coherent pathway for students at every step of their college 

journey and to offer instructional experiences that include “spending less time covering specific 

pieces of knowledge in order to spend more time building concepts, skills, and habits of mind” 

(p. 97). According to Bailey, Jaggars, and Jenkins, the approach to instruction should be that of 

learning facilitation.  

Unfortunately, the dilemma that community colleges face is still the question of how to 

move the needle on instruction from a college experience in which students may experience 

isolated courses with a relevant and learner-centered approach to experiencing this approach 

college-wide. Bailey, Jenkins, and Jaggars suggested that peer-based faculty development in the 

form of the faculty inquiry model is a strategy that shows promise. The faculty inquiry model 

approach sees teaching as an “adaptive challenge,” one which constantly changes shape, 

presenting new and unique problems that require improvisation, experimentation, and 

investigation. Peer-based inquiry groups engage in a process to “reframe problems and 

generate their own solutions” (Bailey, Jenkins, & Jaggars, 2015, p. 106). Peer-based inquiry 

groups can be developed around particular learning goals or themes, such as critical or creative 

thinking, or they can be developed around courses, grouping teachers who teach the same 

class. To build a truly cohesive academic experience, these groups might take the form of cross-

disciplinary teams. Peer-based inquiry groups can also help instructors to view issues like 

student resistance or lack of motivation as challenges that can be addressed through research 
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and problem-solving rather than viewing these issues as “personal failures” (Bailey, Jenkins, & 

Jaggars, p. 108). These groups also provide instructors with an array of preexisting learning 

activities and options due to heightened sharing and pooling of resources. Additionally, faculty 

inquiry groups provide emotional and logistical support to teachers as they continuously grow 

and improve in their ability to facilitate student learning. The resources provided in this product 

dissertation were meant to align with the process of faculty inquiry and to add to and 

complement instructor-created pools of materials.  

SUMMARY  

A Toolkit for 21st Century Teaching and Learning was designed to focus on the goal that 

is at the heart of community college work: student learning. It was created to provide teachers 

with a primer on today’s relevant learning outcomes and to bridge the perceptual divide 

between academically and occupationally focused instructional priorities. This toolkit was 

created with the hope that it will propel community college teachers to create engaging and 

empowering learning activities that prepare community college students to successfully meet 

the challenges of the 21st century world.  
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