Microsoft U.S. Partners in Learning

Executive Summary

Despite real improvements in access to, and use of, information and communication technology (ICT) in education, many students and teachers still lack basic access to technology and training. The result is a widening ICT skills gap that contributes to disparities in the quality of life, competitiveness, and economic development. Microsoft Corporation’s commitment to education in the United States, which is long-standing and proven, is about providing innovative tools, programs, and practices to help students and educators realize their full potential. Through the Partners in Learning initiative, Microsoft takes that commitment to the next level by focusing its resources—people, partnerships, services, philanthropy, and products—on stimulating positive change in education.
Partners in Learning seeks to address the digital inclusion issues facing education today by facilitating access to technology and training. Microsoft recognizes the need for students, teachers, and administrators not only to master the technical skills needed to use technology successfully, but also to understand how technology can be integrated throughout the academic environment to help make teaching and learning more rewarding for teachers and students.

Investing in 21st Century Teaching and Learning

The call for education reform has intensified in recent times as a direct result of increasing economic, technological, and societal demands outside of school and an ambitious, digital generation of students inside of school. Government and education leaders are discovering that an education system designed decades ago may not be sufficient to prepare today’s students for tomorrow’s challenges. New technologies, changing demographics, and economic globalizations are forcing leaders to confront long-held assumptions about education while raising the following additional questions:

· What does a school with rigorous curriculum that students are actually excited to attend look like?

· What implications do emerging economic and demographic shifts have for the U.S. public education system?

· What skills and knowledge do students need to have to be prepared for college and then to be successful in the workplace?

· How can schools increase not just access to technology, but also the capabilities of individuals to use these tools effectively?

· What assumptions about the way students are educated must change to reach this current generation of students?

· Is it possible to create a system of education that adapts to the individual student’s needs instead of the individual student adapting to the system’s needs?

· What new capabilities are needed to bring about this systemic reform?

The answers to these questions will not be found by bolstering Industrial Age structures, methods, and systems. The Council on Competitiveness succinctly summed up the challenge by stating, “To thrive in this new world, it will not be enough─indeed, it will be counterproductive─simply to intensify current stimuli, policies, and management strategies and to make incremental improvements to organizational structures and curricula.”
 Instead, leaders must think anew with institutions about tools and strategies that will adequately address today’s challenges.  

Microsoft’s new Partners in Learning program was created in part to help leaders work through these questions to design 21st century education systems. Microsoft understands that there are no easy answers to these questions, which is why the Partners in Learning program aims to help individuals and organizations develop the capacity needed to adapt to the increasingly complex world in which we live. 

A critical aspect of building this capacity involves developing a shared vision for what a changed education system could look like. Through the Partnership for 21st Century Skills, a coalition of education groups and businesses, Microsoft has been working intensively to identify the elements that define 21st century teaching and learning. These elements include the following:



1. Emphasize Core Subjects: The foundation for 21st century learning begins with mastering the basic skills found in the core subjects such as reading, math, and science. This learning foundation also includes encouraging high-school students to take more rigorous courses such as those outlined by the America Diploma Project and the State Scholars Program.  

2. Emphasize Learning Skills: Learning skills are comprised of information and communication skills; critical-thinking and problem-solving skills; and interpersonal and self-directional skills. 


3. Use 21st Century Tools to Develop Learning Skills: Students who lack access to and the ability to use digital technology will increasingly be at a disadvantage in work and life. Schools must promote “digital inclusion” where the focus is not just on simply increasing access to technology, but more important, helping individuals develop the capacity to use those tools to support their developing learning skills.  


4. Teach and Learn in a 21st Century Context: Students need to learn academic content through real-world examples, applications, and experiences both in and out of the classroom.  


5. Teach and Learn 21st Century Content: The challenges of the 21st century society require students to develop better global awareness; financial, economic, and business literacy; and civic literacy.  


6. Use 21st Century Assessments that Measure 21st Century Skills: Policymakers and schools must develop new strategies and tools to assess student mastery of these skills and knowledge.  

These elements build on the work already underway to hold schools accountable for ensuring that all students can achieve high academic standards. They also complement the recent call for more rigorous high-school courses to help ensure students are better prepared for college. But these elements go a step further to describe a set of expectations that are benchmarked not just against other states, but against competing nations and the needs of a 21st century society. And as explained later, these elements describe the type of education today’s generation of students expects to receive.

Microsoft is seeking partners that can make this vision become a reality. Through its Partners in Learning program, Microsoft is committed to investing its resources─people, partnerships, services, philanthropy, and products─to help these partners develop models of a 21st century education system.
The Challenge of a Changing Economy 

The United States faces new challenges created in transitioning from a manufacturing-based economy to an Innovation Economy based on knowledge, services, and ideas. In this Innovation Economy, the most valuable assets are not physical materials or natural resources, but human capital─the skills, capabilities, and education of individuals. Economic growth is driven by brainpower instead of the horsepower that came to define the mass production era of the Industrial Age. 

National and state leaders are wrestling with the reality that the same telecommunication networks that integrate nations into the global economy also bring new competitors to their doorstep. While in the past, people went to where the jobs were located, jobs today go to wherever the skilled people are located. Previous competitive advantages such as geographic location are no longer sufficient for future success since financial investments and new jobs can go nearly anywhere that talent is located. 

As a result of this shift to jobs going where the talent is, a region’s competitive advantage will increasingly be linked to the quality of its education system and the capability of that system to cultivate the skills required by emerging industries. Those communities that can attract, educate, and, perhaps most important, retain highly-skilled, diverse individuals will thrive while those that do not will see their economy and quality of life steadily erode. State leaders are discovering that their economic counterparts are not just neighboring states, but increasingly other nations like India and China who are rapidly developing a highly skilled workforce. Remaining competitive in this global economy requires leaders to understand that tomorrow’s economic growth is driven by today’s student achievement gains.   

For students to be competitive in the new Innovation Economy, their education system, with deliberate speed, must not only do a better job teaching the core subjects, but also equip them with the advanced skills required by new jobs. According to Federal Reserve Chairman Alan Greenspan, “Basic credentials, by themselves, are not enough to ensure success in the workplace. Workers must be equipped not simply with technical know-how, but also with the ability to create, analyze, and transform information and to interact effectively with others.”
  

New skills are also needed to master the growing number of technology tools being deployed at home, school, leisure, and work. When individuals cannot benefit from the opportunities provided by these technologies, it excludes them from competing for new jobs or participating in other aspects of society. The resulting skills gap contributes to other disparities, including competitiveness, economic development, intellectual development, and overall quality of life. Microsoft believes that “digital inclusion” involves not just increasing access to technology, but more important, teaching individuals the technical skills that allow them to integrate that technology into what they do at home, school, leisure, and work.  

Despite this need for more advanced skills, the U.S. education system remains unchanged for the most part. Former U.S. Secretary of Education Rod Paige noted “The way we organize schools and provide instruction is essentially the same as it was when our founding fathers went to school. Put another way, we still educate our students based on an agricultural timetable, in an industrial setting, but tell students they live in a digital age.”
 During a recent speech before the nation’s governors, Bill Gates, Chairman of the Board and Chief Software Architect of Microsoft Corporation, described the challenge in even more urgent terms: “Our high schools were designed 50 years ago to meet the needs of another age.  Until we design them to meet the needs of the 21st century, we will keep limiting—even ruining—the lives of millions of Americans every year.”
 Partners in Learning grew out of this desire to redesign schools to better serve the needs of today’s youth. 
The Challenge of a Changing Class of Students
The pressure for schools to change is also coming from another source—students themselves. While there are similarities between this generation and previous ones, there are also startling differences. The students arriving at schools today have fundamentally different attitudes, expectations, and experiences compared to previous generations. 

Current research is helping us better understand this current generation of students. These studies are helpful in depicting broad generational characteristics and growing trends; but they may not describe the experience of every young person. As such, educators still must approach each student for who they are—an individual with unique experiences, strengths, and needs. Nevertheless, it is still helpful to try and understand some of the broader generational themes that help to describe today’s youth. 

Born between 1980 and 2000, they are a generation nearly as large as the Baby Boomers, yet they are also the most ethnically diverse generation America has seen.
 They are often referred to as Generation Y, NetGen, the Digital Generation, and the Echo Boomers. But an ABC News poll of teens found that their preferred name of choice was “the Millennials.”
  

As with all generations, the Millennials have been shaped by their times. Neil Howe and William Strauss have remarked that, “They’re the ‘Babies on Board’ of the early Reagan years, the ‘Have You Hugged Your Child Today’ sixth graders of the early Clinton years, and the teens of Columbine.”
 They are the “child” in the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 and the first generation to grow up in the post-9/11 world.

Millennials have led heavily structured lives with parents shuffling them from one activity to another all under the watchful eyes of teachers, coaches, tutors, and music instructors. The wide-ranging child protection laws and safety products that came out of the 1980s have made Millennials one of the most sheltered generations. They are self-confident and optimistic. Many are their family’s computer information officer (CIO) and believe that education is cool, parents are role models, and integrity is admirable. Researchers are finding the Millenials as describing themselves as ambitious, optimistic, influential, and unique especially in growing up in a more digital age:
· Ambitious: Almost 82 percent of teenagers say they are certain to attend college compared to only 50 percent in 1966.
 Eighty-eight percent have specific goals for the next five years and 78 percent believe they will achieve their life goals.

· Optimistic: Three quarters of teenagers feel optimistic about the future. Only six percent believe that life will be worse when they are 21 compared to 25 percent of teens in 1966.
 Almost 80 percent believe they will be better off financially than their parents.
 

· Influential: Nearly 80 percent of teenagers feel that their voice counts and 83 percent believe that they can make a difference in the world.
 Teens also influence their parents’ purchasing patterns. An astonishing two-thirds of online 17-year-olds say that they have influenced the purchase of their family’s car.
  

· Unique: More than 69 percent of Millennials feel their generation is unique compared to only 50 percent of Baby Boomers.
 This sense of uniqueness is reinforced by an increasing number of products and services customized to fit their specific needs and attitudes. 
· Growing Up Digital: Millennials are perhaps best known for having come of age with the Internet. Researchers are finding that the Millenials have spent their entire lives surrounded by computers, cell phones, video games, MP3 players, DVDs, and digital video recorders:
· 90 percent of students between the ages of 5 and 17 use computers.
  

· Nearly 97 percent of students between the ages of 12 and 18 routinely use the Internet—more than any other age group.
  

· In 2003, the time spent using the Internet exceeded the time spent watching TV for 13 to 24-year-olds.
   

· Children’s cell phone ownership has increased 111 percent since 2001.
 

· 74 percent of online teens use instant messaging.
 

· One in five of those under age 30 have an MP3 player compared to only one in seven of younger Baby Boomers (ages 40–48).
  

Millennials have come to expect technology to be a part of their environment. It is an extension of the way they communicate with each other, entertain themselves, and interact with the world. Not surprisingly, researchers are finding that Millennials also turn to technology as an extension of the way they learn:

· Nearly 94 percent of online teens use the Internet for school research.
 

· 85 percent of 14 to17-year-olds and 77 percent of 10 to 13-year-olds go online to do schoolwork.
  

· More than 60 percent of students say the Internet is very or extremely important for their schoolwork.
  

· 12 percent of 9 to 13-year-olds turn first to the Internet to learn about health issues before they turn to a parent or teacher.
  

The experiences of this generation have shaped what they expect from their education system. They understand that education is critical for their future success and attaining their ambitious goals. Millennials are not afraid of taking difficult courses, but they do want to be engaged in ways that demonstrate the relevancy of what they are learning. To pursue their own interests, students want more options and choices with their courses and activities. Students have become accustomed to products and services customized not just for their age group but also for their individual interests and, as a result, want to have an education that is customized to their unique strengths and needs. And perhaps the most obvious expectation is that technology will be an integral part of their education. The call for digital inclusion is the loudest from the digital generation itself.
Are Schools Meeting the Challenge?
At a time when education is more important than ever before, many organizations are reporting gaps in the U.S. education system:
· Achievement Gap: African-American students scored on average 30 points lower than white students in the National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) fourth-grade reading exam. By the time African-American students reach eighth grade, only 12 percent can read proficiently and only 7 percent are proficient in math.
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Students Leaving the System: Despite 82 percent of teenagers saying they are certain to attend college, far fewer actually do. For every 100 students who enter the ninth grade, only 67 will graduate from high school on time, only 38 will immediately enter college, only 26 of those students will still be enrolled for their sophomore year, and only 18 will graduate from college within six years.
 
 

· Advanced Placement: Forty percent of high schools do not offer advanced placement courses.

 

· Graduation Rate: Nearly 30 percent of high-school students drop out of high school.
 


· Unprepared for College: The percentage of students who left high school with the skills and qualifications necessary to attend college is estimated to have only been 34 percent in 2002.
 Approximately 61 percent of students who attended a public two-year college and 25 percent who first attended a four-year college required at least one remedial course.
 Only 18 percent of college professors feel that most of their students come to college extremely or very well-prepared, with just three percent saying extremely well.
 


· Math and Science: Less than 15 percent of U.S. students have the prerequisites even to pursue a scientific or technical degree in college.

While these gaps increase in the United States, observers are finding that other nations are increasing both the capacity and quality of their education systems in an effort to attract Innovation Economy jobs.  

· The results of other nations’ efforts are evident in recent assessments that show international students outperforming their American peers. On the Third International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), American nine-year-olds scored above the international average, 13-year-olds near the average, and 17-year-olds significantly below the average. 
· According to the latest results from the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), America’s 15-year-olds performed below the international average in mathematics literacy. Students in 25 out of the 38 comparison countries outperformed American students in their ability to apply mathematical concepts to real-world problems.

· China alone graduates more than 220,000 engineers a year compared to the United States’ total of 60,000.
 
· Not surprisingly, the nations who are improving the quality of their education systems are the same who are experiencing substantial economic growth. According to Goldman Sachs, India has a growing middle class of 200-million people, and the average income has already risen by 60 percent.
 
As industries are reorienting themselves for the Innovation Economy and unique needs of the Millennials, are schools making the adjustments needed to better serve this generation? 

Researchers have only recently begun asking students about their school experience, but the results only contributed to the evidence of a growing disconnect between school systems and the students they serve:
· Less than one-quarter of high-school graduates feel that they are significantly challenged and face high expectations to graduate from high school.
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An overwhelming majority of graduates say that they would have worked harder if their high school demanded more of them and set higher academic standards.

· Only 28 percent of 12th graders say that schoolwork is often or always meaningful—down from 40 percent in 1983.

· Only 21 percent of 12th graders say that their courses are very interesting.
 

The purpose of the Partners in Learning program is to invest in and promote new models of education that respond to these demands and help every child reach their full potential. Partners receive support to develop new approaches to education that keep students engaged in their education while equipping them with 21st century skills. Partners in Learning also strives to address the unique expectations Millennials have of schools, such as ensuring that they have access to, and the capability to effectively use, advance technology tools as part of their learning environment.  
Partners in Learning: Leadership to Help Transform Teaching and Learning  
The recent education reform movement in the United States has raised expectations for all students, from all races, incomes, and backgrounds. Not only does society believe that all students can learn and achieve high standards, society is now holding the education system accountable if the students fail to do so. So for more than a decade, Microsoft has worked with communities, educators, and young people to support education reform and expand the world of learning through technology. 
But the new challenges confronting schools require new approaches to education. Schools need help in developing the capabilities for promoting digital inclusion and supporting 21st century teaching and learning. The Partners in Learning initiative was created by Bill Gates and Microsoft CEO Steve Ballmer—in consultation with a worldwide panel of advisors from government education ministries and institutions—to bring fresh ideas and new perspectives to the education reform discussion. 
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With the Partners in Learning program, Microsoft is taking its commitment to education to the next level by investing its resources—people, partnerships, services, philanthropy, and products—in stimulating positive change in education in the United States and other countries. Partners in Learning is unique because of its focus on developing the individual and organizational capacities needed to support 21st century teaching and learning, digital inclusion, and education reform. Guided by local advisory boards, these investments offer the opportunity to provide innovative, 21st century models in the way the education system prepares teachers, designs schools, delivers instruction, and turns around low-performing schools.
During a five-year period, Microsoft is investing millions of dollars in cash grants, in technology, and in human capital to assist state and local governments and education communities in developing partnerships that advance the use of technology to improve education. In addition, these partnerships will have access to the expertise of Microsoft’s employees to help with their own innovation efforts. 

The U.S. Partners in Learning program is composed of two primary efforts:

1. Investments: Partners in Learning provides investments, during five years, to develop and implement public/private partnerships that will help increase the capacity of schools to use technology as part of their education reform efforts. These partnerships will be designed around the components considered vital towards digital inclusion in schools: teacher and school leader training; assessments and certifications; digital content and curriculum integration; technology support; and research and reporting. Ultimately, these programs will seek to provide models of 21st century teaching and learning.  

Three investment models are available to fund public/private partnerships:

· National Program: For governments and education leaders who are interested in partnering with Microsoft to deliver curricula, tools, and resources to assist leaders.

· State Innovation Partnerships: Microsoft has established five-year public/private partnerships, with selected states, to build innovative solutions for the areas listed above that have yet to be developed or deployed by the state due to resource limitations. The end result will be a broad and diverse set of models that can serve as blueprints for other schools or educators. 

· Mid-Tier Project Partnerships: Many of the most innovative education projects are driven by organizations at a local and regional level. However, limited resources prevent many of these projects from growing, scaling up, and serving a broader community. In response, under this model, Microsoft is partnering and investing in opportunities to build out and scale proven, successful models for increasing digital inclusion.  

2. Fresh Start for Donated PCs: Computers that are donated to schools often lack installed or properly licensed operating system software. To remove this barrier to computer use and increase access to technology, Fresh Start for Donated Computers provides primary and secondary (K–12) schools with the Microsoft® Windows® 98 Second Edition or Windows 2000 operating system licenses for donated computers at no charge. More than just a one-time giveaway of technology, Partners in Learning is a long-term commitment by Microsoft to partner with government, schools, and teachers to support the systemic changes needed.

Conclusion
Microsoft believes that we can help every child reach their full potential. The investments made through Partners in Learning now are creating a multitude of resources—leadership training, teacher development, curriculum and assessments tools, and school-based technology support—that can help communities establish sustainable models for digital inclusion and 21st century teaching and learning. 

The actions taken by governments, schools, and businesses now will determine the future. The essential principle guiding Partners in Learning is a belief that education transforms lives, families, communities—and, ultimately, states, nations, and the world in which we live. Microsoft invites you to join us in this discussion and advancing the agenda of 21st century learning.  
	Examples of State Projects

	Washington

A partnership with the State of Washington strives to transform teacher preparation to help ensure teachers are ready to teach in modern classrooms. New digital tools and assessments are being developed to help individualize instruction with a particular focus on the Washington Assessment of Student Learning (WASL) and 21st Century Skills.  

	Michigan
Michigan teachers are benefiting from the creation of online grade-level content expectations mapped to specific curriculum. Training is provided through a Leadership Institution to help the lowest performing schools develop the capacity to implement research-based school improvement strategies.  

	Florida

With greater accountability comes the need for more sophisticated data systems. Through this partnership with the State of Florida, classroom level “Digital Dashboards” linked with classroom-level, district-level, and state-level data are being created to give teachers a “whole-system view” of their students. Teachers can see warning signs of student achievement decline and receive recommendations for appropriate interventions that can be immediately applied. The partnership is also piloting a teacher–to–teacher peer coaching model to infuse daily professional development into the life of the schools.

	Virginia

Some of Virginia’s most challenged schools will soon benefit from a new program that creates “Turnaround Specialist” Principals. This executive education program, designed by the University of Virginia’s education and business schools, is specifically designed to build a cadre of experts charged with turning around consistently low-performing schools. 

	Pennsylvania

Microsoft has partnered with the School District of Philadelphia to create a model “School of the Future.” This 700-student high school incorporates innovative planning and technology solutions in all aspects of the school development—from its architecture to curriculum. A college of education curriculum is being developed to help others learn how to use the team strategies, materials, and processes that were used to build the School of the Future.  

	New Mexico

The partnership with the State of New Mexico focuses on closing the achievement gap of at-risk students through data-driven decision making and improving teacher quality with respect to 21st century teaching and learning. The partnership is also working to redefine and increase parental involvement through using new technologies.  
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