
for (a) skills, (b) dispositions in 
action, (c) responsibilities, and 
(d) self-assessment strategies. My 
own theoretical framework for 
learning is WICS, an acronym 
for wisdom, intelligence, and 
creativity synthesized (Sternberg 
2003, 2006), and all of the various 
skills and dispositions posited by 
the theory are well represented 
in the AASL standards. In 
particular, the standards amply 
cover reasoning, resilience, and 
responsibility (Sternberg 2006).

In this brief essay, I will discuss 
not the standards themselves, but 
rather the challenges I perceive 
to implementing the standards. 
A variety of standards have been 
proposed for various aspects of 
education (see <www.education-
world.com/standards/national> for 

some of them), and I 
believe the greatest 
difficulty facing 
our education 
system is putting 
good standards 
into practice. I 
propose here 
seven challenges to 
implementation.
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Standards for the 21st-Century 
Learner from the American 
Association of School Librarians 
provides a superb set of standards 
for learners in K–12 and beyond. 
The main categories are (1) 
inquire, think critically, and gain 
knowledge; (2) draw conclusions, 
make informed decisions, apply 
knowledge to new situations, 

and create new knowledge; 
(3) share knowledge and 

participate ethically and 
productively as members of 
our democratic society; and 
(4) pursue personal and 
aesthetic growth. Within 
each of these categories 
are learning standards 
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Number and organization of 
standards. The standards number 
eighty-three. People’s working 
memories generally can hold 
about five, or maybe as many as 
seven items at a time (Sternberg 
2008). Teachers may have trouble 
encoding, remembering, and 
applying such a large number of 
items. Moreover, although the 
organization of the standards (as 
described above) is, on its face, 
reasonable, it may not correspond 
to the way teachers organize 
information in their heads, making 
the standards still harder to use.

No Child Left Behind (NCLB). 
Though many schools might once 
have implemented comprehensive 
and sensible standards such as those 
of the AASL, I believe schools are 
much less likely to now because they 
are so driven by the narrow goals 
of the NCLB Act. Many schools are 
now teaching to the tests, sometimes 
blatantly. Because the law is punitive, 
school administrators may believe 
they have little choice. But they are 
more concerned with the very narrow 
accountability the tests provide than 
with educating children to be citizens 
in today’s and tomorrow’s world. This 
Act presents a case where an attempt 
to improve accountability, on balance, 
potentially harms rather than helps 
education (Sternberg 2004).

Translation of ideas into actions. 
It is often difficult for teachers to 
translate standards such as “use 
prior and background knowledge 
as context for new learning” into 
operational measures. How do you 
ensure that students are using their 
prior knowledge? Exactly what is this 
knowledge? How do you measure the 
extent to which they are using that 
knowledge? How do you know whether 
a failure on an assessment is a result 
of not transferring knowledge, of 
not having the knowledge in a form 
that is transferable, or of not having 
the knowledge in the first place?

Perceived incompatibility between 
basal texts and standards. 
Textbook authors’ and publishers’ 
ideas of what the standards of 
learning should be may be different 
from teachers’ and librarians’, or 
perhaps authors and publishers 
had no ideas at all. It frequently 
is difficult to work with a basal 
text structured in one way and 
at the same time with a set of 
standards structured in another.

Compatibility with teacher 
training. Teachers often rely 
on their training to get them 
through, at least during the 
early years. Although education 
faculty members do the best 
they can, they often teach their 
aspiring teachers traditional 
methods that do not prepare 
future teachers for standards such 
as those AASL has proposed.

Finding time and mental energ y. 
Many teachers find themselves 
overwhelmed by the sheer amount 
of time and mental, if not physical, 
energy they need to put into their 
jobs. I teach college, which means 
courses that typically meet three 
hours per week. Occasionally, I 
teach elsewhere for an entire 
day, and at the end of that day, 
I’m exhausted. The idea of going 
home and revising my curriculum 
to fit any set of standards is the 
furthest thing from my mind.

Subject-matter and grade-level 
compatibility. A teacher’s ability 
to translate the standards into 
action may depend, in part, on 
what the teacher teaches, and 
at what level. Teachers in the 
elementary school may see these 
kinds of standards as more their 
responsibility than do high school 
teachers, and teachers of social 
studies may see more opportunities 
to implement the standards than 
do teachers of mathematics.

In sum, these standards are 
comprehensive, reasonable, 
helpful, and potentially 
groundbreaking. They cover 
areas that not only ought to be 
covered, but that also need to be 
covered to educate responsible 
citizens for the world they will 
confront. The next challenge 
for the A ASL, or any other 
group, is to think about 
implementation. The hardest 
part of having standards 
is always implementing 
them, not coming up with 
them. And there are many 
barriers—I have enumerated 
seven—to implementation. 
I will look forward to the 
day when the standards 
are widely implemented in 
schools throughout the land.
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