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DRAFT 
 
 

Rethinking the Framework for 21st-Century Education: 
Toward a Communitarian Conception 

 
 

Charlene Tan, Catherine S. K. Chua, and Olivia Goh 
 
 
Abstract 
 
The authors examine the current frameworks for 21st-century education by critiquing the 
individualist view of education that underpins them. It is argued that such a view of education 
over-emphasizes technical rationality and neglects the importance of moral values and the 
role of the community in shaping the individual’s identity, ethics, and behaviors. An 
alternative framework that underscores the centrality of the community and the inculcation of 
moral values and reasoning abilities is proposed. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
An international trend among policy makers and educators is their aim to produce graduates 
who are equipped to meet the demands and challenges in a modern world (Ananiadou & 
Claro, 2009; Binkley et al., 2012; European Parliament and the Council of the European 
Union, 2007; National Research Council, 2012; Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2009a, 
2009b; Silva, 2008; Trier, 2003; Voogt & Roblin, 2012). Globalization and its economic 
implications have prompted many countries around the world, such as the United States, 
United Kingdom, and Singapore, to pursue political and economic policies to move up the 
value chain from an industrial economy to a knowledge economy (Brown & Lauder, 2006; 
Harvey, 2005; Robertson, 2010). The mastery of these 21st-century skills, competences and 
competencies is often promoted as being critical to those efforts (the authors shall henceforth 
use ‘skills’ to include ‘competences’ and ‘competencies’ for the rest of the article). Recent 
studies by Ananiadou and Claro (2009), Gordon et al. (2009), and Voogt and Roblin (2012) 
of the major frameworks for supporting the development of 21st-century skills have 
highlighted the widespread adoption of these frameworks in many countries. 
 However, relatively insufficient research has focused on a critique of and an 
alternative to these frameworks, especially in foregrounding the ideological underpinnings of 
21st-century education. In this article, the authors discuss and critique current frameworks for 
21st-century education, and propose an alternative framework that addresses the identified 
shortcomings of the existing models.  

Current Frameworks for 21st-Century Education 
 
A number of frameworks for 21st-century education have been conceptualized and promoted 
by policy makers and educators internationally. Examples are 21st Century Skills and 
Competences for New Millennium Learners in OECD Countries by the Organization for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), Framework for 21st Century Learning 
by Partnership for 21st Century Skills, and Key Competences for Lifelong Learning by 
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European Parliament and the Council of the European Union. All the frameworks focus on a 
set of abilities and standards that are deemed essential for the 21st-century. Despite their 
variations, all the frameworks converge on skills that are multidisciplinary, multimodal, and 
transferable, with a common emphasis on applying the knowledge one has acquired to solve 
ill-structured real-life problems in a digital age. Based on their analysis of the major 
frameworks, Voogt and Roblin (2012) concluded,  
 

There are strong agreements on the need for competences in the areas of 
communication, collaboration, ICT [Information and Communication Technology]-
related competences, and social and/or cultural awareness. Creativity, critical thinking, 
problem-solving, and the capacity to develop relevant and high quality products are 
also regarded as important competences in the 21st century by most frameworks. (p. 
308) 

 
Accompanying the call to promote 21st-century skills are curricular and pedagogical changes 
in schools. A questionnaire study conducted by the Organization for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) from June to August 2009 showed that many OECD countries 
have carried out educational reforms by integrating 21st-century skills into subject areas, 
infusing ICT into teaching and learning, and improving assessment systems and teacher 
training (for details of the study, see Ananiadou & Claro, 2009). Table 1 summarizes the core 
skills or standards identified in five major frameworks and highlights the similarities across 
the frameworks. 
 
Framework Skill or standard 
Framework for 21st 
Century Learning 
(Partnership For 
21st Century Skills, 
2009a, 2009b) 
 
Organization: 
Partnership for 
21st Century Skills  

Listed under 
Learning and 
Innovation Skills: 
 
• Creativity and 
innovation 
• Critical thinking 
and problem solving 
• Communication 
and collaboration 
 
 

Listed under 
Information, Media, 
and Technology 
Skills: 
 
• Information literacy 
• Media literacy 
• ICT literacy 
 
 

Listed under Life and 
Career Skills: 
 
• Flexibility and 
adaptability 
• Initiative and self-
direction 
• Social and cross-
cultural skills 
• Productivity and 
accountability 
• Leadership and 
responsibility 
 

Assessment and 
Teaching of 21st 
Century Skills 
(Binkley et al., 
2012) 
 
Organization: 
Assessment and 
Teaching of 21st 
Century Skills 

Listed under Ways of 
Thinking: 
  
• Creativity and 
innovation 
• Critical thinking, 
problem solving, 
decision making  
• Learning to learn, 
metacognition 
 
Listed under Ways of 

Listed under Tools 
for Working: 
 
• Information literacy  
• ICT literacy 

Listed under Living 
in the World: 
 
• Citizenship (local 
and global) 
• Life and career 
• Personal and social 
responsibility 
(including cultural 
awareness and 
competence) 
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Working:  
 
• Communication 
• Collaboration 
 

Key Competences 
for Lifelong 
Learning 
(European 
Parliament and the 
Council of the 
European Union, 
2007) 
 
Organization: 
European 
Parliament and the 
Council of the 
European Union 
 

• Learning to learn 
• Communication in 
the mother tongue 
• Communication in 
foreign languages 
 

Digital competence • Social and civic 
competences 
• Sense of initiative 
and entrepreneurship 
• Cultural awareness 
and expression 

21st Century Skills 
and Competences 
for New Millennium 
Learners in OECD 
Countries (OECD, 
2005) 
 
Organization: The 
Organization for 
Economic Co-
operation and 
Development 
(OECD) 
 

Listed under 
Interacting in 
Heterogeneous 
Groups:  
 
• Relate well to 
others 
• Cooperate, work in 
teams 
• Manage and 
resolve conflicts 
 

Use technology 
interactively 

Listed under Acting 
Autonomously: 
 
• Act within the big 
picture 
• Form and conduct 
life plans and 
personal projects 
• Defend and assert 
rights, interests, 
limits, and needs 

Common Core 
State Standards 
(NGA & CCSSO, 
2010). 
 
Organization: 
National Governors 
Association Center 
for Best Practices 
& Council of Chief 
State School 
Officers (NGA & 
CCSSO) 
 

Requires that 
students are well 
prepared with the 
skills and knowledge 
necessary to 
collaborate and 
compete with their 
peers in the United 
States and abroad. 
 

Digital media Requires that 
students 
systematically 
acquire knowledge 
and practice applying 
various ways of 
thinking to real-
world issues and 
challenges. 

 
Table 1. Mapping the Skills and Standards of Five Frameworks. 
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A Critique of the Frameworks for 21st-Century Education 
	  

Guided by the desire to make education relevant to the realities, demands, and 
challenges of the 21st-century, all of the frameworks emphasize the need for higher-order 
thinking and innovation skills, interdisciplinary learning, integration of ICT into the 
curriculum, and life skills that prepare the young for global competition (Ananiadou & Claro, 
2009; Binkley et al., 2012; OECD, 2005; Law, Pelgrum, & Plomp, 2008). The authors 
support the promotion of these skills because students need to master not only knowledge, 
but also the abilities to interpret, apply, and create knowledge in a digital and fast-changing 
world. The authors also concur with the designers of the frameworks that the assessment 
models needed for the 21st-century should go beyond measuring discrete knowledge to 
assessing authentic and complex tasks (Voogt & Roblin, 2012).  

Despite the merits of the dominant frameworks for 21st-century education, an 
ideological presupposition the frameworks share should be highlighted and critiqued. The 
major frameworks are predicated on an individualist view of education that focuses on the 
individual rather than the family or community—that is to say, they focus on how one needs 
to equip oneself with 21st-century skills to work out one’s individual success in life. 
Underpinning or influencing such an individualistic view of education is arguably the 
ideology of liberal individualism that is more commonly found in Anglophone societies. 
Despite variants within liberal individualism, a basic premise is that the individual is 
sovereign and not subordinated to any group or community. The individual is a rational being 
who is self-determining, autonomous, and tolerant of others. Rather than situating the self in 
the context of being a member of society, liberal individualism posits an unencumbered self 
that stands above and apart from one’s community. Given that every individual is capable of 
discovering what is good for oneself, each person is considered to be morally autonomous. 
As Cochran (1989) explained, “One of the most important features of liberal individuality is 
inwardness, its focus on the ‘subjectivity’ of the person, on self-realization, conscience, 
moral autonomy and moral equality” (p. 430). It follows that a liberal state is, as Halstead and 
Pike (2006) succinctly stated, a “marketplace” for a range of lifestyles, life plans, and 
commitments (p. 27).  

Returning to the frameworks discussed earlier, one can observe that they are 
concerned largely with an individual’s skills, while downplaying an individual’s position as a 
member of one’s family and community. The tenor of the frameworks is that an individual is 
solely or largely responsible for one’s own success and failure, regardless of one’s 
attachments to and dependence on others within one’s sociocultural context. What is 
overlooked inadvertently is the impact of the family and community in bringing up and 
socializing an individual to become who he or she is. 

As a case in point, an OECD working paper underscored the “ability of individuals to 
think for themselves and to take responsibility for their learning and for their actions” 
(Ananiadou & Claro, 2009, p. 7). It appears that what is presupposed is an individualist 
worldview that positions an individual’s thoughts and actions as independent of one’s 
cultural context and community. While it is indeed important for each individual to have a 
mind of his or her own, this assumption downplays the developmental effects and 
sociocultural influences of family and society on an individual’s thinking process and 
conduct. An individual’s thinking is not context-less and ideologically free; rather, it is 
embedded in and molded by the social, political, religious, and cultural traditions to which 
one belongs. Agreeing with the thesis that an individual’s worldview is inescapably 
circumscribed and shaped by one’s tradition, Fox (1997) observed, 
 

Like it or not, we are all the creation of our own historical traditions, both in our 
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acceptance and our rejection of them. The “prejudices” of history is what gives us a 
world within which we may think, act, judge, critique, and commit to one or another 
direction or set of beliefs; without a linguistic and historical “fore-structuring,” creative 
and critical thought would be an impossibility (p. 578). 

 
Going hand in hand with an individualist view of education in the current frameworks is an 
emphasis on technical rationality that essentially refers to the application of scientific theory, 
external research, and technical knowledge to routines and specifications (Schön, 1987). 
Most of the frameworks underline skills in areas such as creativity, innovation, critical 
thinking, problem solving, communication, collaboration, ICT literacy, and cross-cultural 
awareness. Technical rationality is evident in the primacy placed on technological and 
scientific know-how, as expressed in words such as skills, competencies, and competences. 
Rather than highlighting the intrinsic worth of education, a knowledge economy underscores 
the extrinsic or instrumental value of education for economic development and success. 
Glaringly missing from the frameworks is an accent on the promotion of ethical values, 
personal convictions, habits of mind, and moral character—qualities that go beyond what a 
person knows and is able to do, to who that person is and should become. 

Many researchers have critiqued technical rationality and its effects on educational 
systems today (e.g. see Avgerou & McGrath, 2007; Barnett, 1994; Grant, 1999; Jordon & 
Powell, 1995; Roberts, 1996; Schön, 1983; Schultze & Leidner, 2002). One author of the 
current study has argued elsewhere that technical rationality is deficient in equipping students 
with the wherewithal to become well-rounded and moral individuals, knowledge workers, 
and leaders (Tan, 2013a). It should be clarified that the importance of skills for individuals to 
succeed in the 21st-century is not disputed here. The authors of this study maintain, however, 
that there is a need to acknowledge the beliefs, values, and attitudes that shape a person’s 
identity, life goals, relationships with others, and, ultimately, purpose and quality of life.    

To be sure, the various frameworks have noted or alluded to the importance and 
acquisition of values. Returning to Table 1, one can find references to “social and cross-
cultural skills” (Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2009a, 2009b), “cultural awareness and 
competence” (Binkley et al., 2012), “cultural awareness and expression” (European 
Parliament and the Council of the European Union, 2007), and “manage and resolve 
conflicts” (OECD, 2005). All of these presuppose the existence of certain values that 
successful individuals should possess, such as the care and consideration shown to one’s 
colleagues, business partners, and clients. But because these values are not explicitly stated or 
elucidated in the frameworks, it is unclear what specific moral values the designers of the 
frameworks had in mind, and how individuals could learn, internalize, and practice these 
values at home, in school, and in other social settings. Even in instances when values are 
stated, such as “collaboration/team working and flexibility and adaptability” (Ananiadou & 
Claro, 2009, p. 10), they are predominantly instrumental values that facilitate one’s mastery 
and application of ‘workplace skills’ rather than intrinsic values that are part of one’s moral 
character. In short, what is overlooked is the acknowledgment of the central role of the 
family, schools, and community in identifying, negotiating, inculcating, and demonstrating 
these moral values as a part of enculturation, schooling, and socialization. 

For an illustration of this point, one can refer to an OECD working paper that 
highlighted “ethics and social impact” as one of the dimensions of 21st-century 
competencies, in a section titled “A framework for 21st century skills and competencies” 
(Ananiadou & Claro, 2009, p. 8). The document offered no explanation of what “ethics” 
means; the focus of the “ethics and social impact” turns out to be on “social impact,” which is 
further divided into “social responsibility” and “social impact.” The former “implies that 
individuals’ actions may have an impact on society at large, both in a positive sense (i.e. there 
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is a responsibility to act) and a negative sense (i.e. responsibility to refrain from certain 
actions)”, while the latter refers to “the development of a consciousness about the challenges 
in the new digital age” (Ananiadou & Claro, 2009, pp. 10–11). In both cases, the spotlight is 
on the repercussions of an individual’s actions, particularly through ICT, on society. The 
emphasis on technical rationality is apparent in references to information and communication 
via ICT in a digital age, and the “huge impact of ICT on social life” (Ananiadou & Claro, 
2009, p. 11). Yet by not further clarifying what “ethics,” “responsibility to act,” 
“responsibility to refrain from certain actions,” and “development of a consciousness” mean 
in the document, it remains unclear which ethical values are favored, how they are or should 
be interpreted, and why it is essential for individuals and communities across the world to 
uphold them.  

The OECD document added that ICT users should “apply criteria for its responsible 
use at personal and social levels, acknowledging potential risks as well as the use of rules of 
behavior that promote an adequate social exchange on the web” (Ananiadou & Claro, 2009, 
p. 11). But on what specific “criteria” and “rules of behavior” should individuals and 
societies rely? What is “responsible use” at personal and social levels? The fact is that 
different groups may interpret and apply the same term differently. The recent WikiLeaks 
and National Security Agency scandals illustrated how what an individual or a group of 
people regard as “responsible use” of technology may not be shared by others. These and any 
number of other controversies also serve as reminders that the overriding assertion of an 
individual’s right to the freedom of expression and its underpinning ideology of liberalism is 
problematic in a multicultural world where competing systems of beliefs exist. Against this 
backdrop of social, cultural, and religious diversity, educational frameworks must recognize 
the contingent influences of one’s culture on one’s thinking and actions via the family, 
community, and nation. A need exists, therefore, to move beyond an individualist worldview, 
with its accompanying technical rationalist bias, toward a broader conception that 
encompasses communities, social environments, traditions, and moral perspectives.  
 
An Alternative: A Communitarian Conception 

This critique of the current frameworks for 21st-century education does not suggest 
that these frameworks should be jettisoned, or that 21st-century skills are irrelevant or 
unimportant. Rather, the frameworks need to be reconsidered and revised to address the 
identified shortcomings. Instead of a framework that primarily promotes technical rationality 
and is anchored on an individualist view of education, the authors recommend that policy 
makers and educators incorporate elements of a communitarian conception that recognizes 
the central contributions of the community and the primacy of shared moral values. Given the 
diverse and competing understandings of communitarianism, the authors wish to clarify, at 
the outset that what is being proposed is a (not the) communitarian conception—it is one that 
contains the basic elements of communitarianism without presuming to constitute the only 
possible interpretation.  

Although variations exist within the theory and practice of communitarianism, what is 
common is the belief that the self is not atomistic and independent of social commitments and 
responsibilities (Sandel, 1981; Tan, 2012; Taylor, 1985, 1989, 1994). Communitarians 
generally contend that modern Western society has lost its sense of social solidarity due to 
the ‘cult of the individual’ and the emphasis on individual rights brought on by extreme 
liberalism. The appeal of communitarianism in Anglophone societies lies in the growing 
perception of the erosion of communal life in contemporary society, and in the decline in 
standards of behavior and quality of relationships (Arthur, 2000).   

Related to the caution against excessive individualism is the emphasis by 
communitarians on the centrality of the community in the formation of the individual’s moral 
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values, behavior, and identity. In other words, communitarians hold that the individual’s 
values, worldview, and conduct are underpinned by an interpretive framework that originates 
from and finds justification in one’s community. Sandel (1981) and Taylor (1985, 1989) 
called for a new equilibrium between rights and responsibilities that would revive fraternity, 
solidarity, civic pride, social obligations, and tradition. In the literature, mainstream 
communitarianism is linked to concepts such as social capital, and to political philosophies of 
civic republicanism and third-way politics (Arthur, 2000; Delanty, 2010). Haste (1996) 
summarized the main argument of communitarians: 
 

People simply are not solitary beings capable of “autonomous reasoning” from behind 
a veil of ignorance, or in a state of suspended objectivity from one’s cultural context. 
They are deeply social, embedded in culture and in social practices. It is meaningless 
to talk of people “stepping outside” or “transcending” their culture and time, however 
“rational” they try to be. Therefore it is pointless to make autonomy an ideal either as 
a personal quality, or as a form of reasoning. Morality cannot be understood unless 
we take full account of the social, cultural and historical context. (p. 51) 
 
Communitarians also highlight the central role of moral values that are derived from a 

socially constructed, implicit, organic and communal consensus. What is right and wrong, or 
good and bad (i.e., normative values), are determined consensually by and shared within each 
particular community. Individuals are bound to these values because they form part of the 
community. In other words, morality is the result of a natural process of shared traditions and 
common ends among members of a community. Hence, it is possible to conceive of an 
authentic common good in communitarian societies. As Cochran (1989) noted, shared 
understandings unite communities in the sense that citizens are socialized into a set of norms 
and “values cannot be shared without members’ participation in a common life” (p. 427). It is 
interesting to note that the communitarian educational framework has been adopted in East 
Asian societies such as Singapore, Japan, and Taiwan. Some scholars claim that 
communitarian values such as group identity, duty consciousness, and consensus formation 
have enabled these societies to build a values-based educational framework for their schools 
and communities (Bell, 2006; Chang, 2003; Lee, Grossman, Kennedy, & Fairbrother, 2004; 
Tan, 2012, 2013b; Tu, 1996).  

The framework for 21st-century education proposed in this article contains two 
essential communitarian features. The discussion of these features that follows is illustrated 
by certain examples of how one country, Singapore, has taken steps to integrate these 
features into existing educational activities. Such references to exemplary practices in 
Singapore schools are not meant to imply that the Singapore schools are perfect or that 
exemplary practices are absent in other countries. They do, however, help to describe an 
educational framework that promotes communitarian values and is currently in operation. 

The first characteristic of the communitarian conception is a recognition and 
incorporation of the defining role of the community in an individual’s education. Rather than 
adhering to an individualistic view, the framework promotes a communitarian perspective 
which holds that the self is a necessary part of a community and manifests the latter’s social 
and cultural norms, logics, and behaviors (Taylor, 1985; Walzer, 1983). The family and 
community, by forming the natural surrounding for individuals, enable individuals to identify 
themselves as belonging to a particular community. The support rendered by one’s family 
and community is particularly important in this highly global society where great mobility 
and diversity has led to an erosion of one’s cultural identity. A communitarian framework 
entails that individuals need to go beyond the self to consider the interests and welfare of the 
community; in other words, individuals need to balance the twin goals of attaining the 
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common good and fulfilling their personal desires and aspirations. 
It follows that effective family–school–community partnerships are needed to 

advance student learning in values inculcation, moral reasoning, and holistic development. 
Schools need to work with the homes to transmit and reinforce ethical values and attitudes 
such as respect, responsibility, care, and harmony. An example of an emphasis on the roles of 
the community is the approach adopted by the Ministry of Education (MOE) in Singapore. 
The MOE identified six interrelated domains for moral development of students (MOE, 2012; 
Tan & Tan, 2014):  

• self (being who I am and becoming who I can be); 
• family (strengthening family ties);  
• school (fostering healthy friendships and team spirit);  
• community (understanding our community and building an inclusive society);  
• nation (developing a sense of national identity and nation building); and  
• world (being an active citizen in a globalized world). (p. 12) 

 
Furthermore, effective partnerships and collaborations with external stakeholders 

provide learning opportunities through activities such as service learning and internships. For 
example, students in Singapore are required to be involved in the Community Involvement 
Program, through the course of which they participate in community work to learn the values 
of giving. Such exposure not only enables them to identify and empathize with the needs of 
the community, but also provides them with an important avenue to reflect on the entire 
process so that they will have a better understanding and appreciation of working with the 
community (MOE, n.d.).  

The second characteristic of the proposed communitarian framework is the 
inculcation of moral values and moral reasoning. Moral values play an integral role as a 
bulwark against the instrumentality and functionalism of the current frameworks, rather than 
simply being assimilated into a more inclusive conception of human capital that sees moral 
dispositions as sources of value and economic growth. Within a communitarian framework, 
the inculcation of shared moral values in schools is crucial, because these institutions are 
primary sites for students to learn, internalize, and demonstrate desired values. This means 
that schools can be immensely influential in complementing the homes in developing 
intrinsic values in students; these institutions are where these values and attitudes are 
practiced and strengthened at a very young age. The promotion of communitarian values does 
not imply that individualist values are abandoned; rather, the aim is to arrive at a set of values 
that directs individuals to exercise their right to freedom of expression, for example, in such a 
way that shows sensitivity and appropriateness to others within and outside one’s community. 
Apart from universal values such as empathy, love, care, and respect, the specific 
communitarian values would, of course, vary from society to society. Given the likelihood 
for members of a community to disagree over the selection, formulation, interpretation, and 
application of specific moral values, it is essential for the members to constantly engage in 
dialogue for mutual understandings and negotiations. In the case of Singapore, for instance, 
six core values (see Table 2) have been selected as part of values education in the nation’s 
schools (MOE, 2006).  
Core Value Definition 
Respect A person demonstrates respect when he believes in his 

own self-worth and the intrinsic worth of all people. 
Responsibility A person who is responsible recognizes that he has a 

duty to himself, his family, community, nation and the 
world, and fulfills his responsibilities with love and 
commitment. 
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Integrity A person of integrity upholds ethical principles and has 
the moral courage to stand up for what is right. 

Care A person who is caring acts with kindness and 
compassion. He contributes to the betterment of the 
community and the world. 

Resilience A person who is resilient has emotional strength and 
perseveres in the face of challenges. He manifests 
courage, optimism, adaptability, and resourcefulness. 

Harmony A person who values harmony seeks inner happiness and 
promotes social cohesion. He appreciates the unity and 
diversity of a multicultural society. 

Table 2. Core Values for Students in Singapore. 
Note. Definitions of the core values are from MOE, 2006, p. 7. 
 
 The overall support systems in a society also must align with and build upon moral 
values. Schools must be formative and constructive toward the development of the well-being 
and competencies of the students. Thus, schools must move beyond merely espousing certain 
core ethics in their vision, mission, and value statements to infusing these values into the 
overall learning environment, school ethos, and lived experiences of the students and staff. 
For that reason, the curriculum should provide opportunities for students to express these 
values and attitudes. It must not be focused only on developing evaluation models to test 
these values. Instead, the emphasis should be on creating opportunities for student-initiated 
activities that allow students to develop, interrogate, and practice these personal ethical 
values and attitudes in a supportive environment. 

The teaching of communitarian values should be accompanied by the nurturance of 
moral reasoning abilities in students. Underpinning moral reasoning are what Rizvi (2009) 
called ‘epistemic virtues’—virtues that enable students to grasp current discourses and 
practices of global connectivity and to offer alternatives to the practices. Rizvi (2009) 
explained that these virtues are  

habitual practices of learning that regard knowing as always tentative, involving 
critical exploration and imagination, an open-ended exercise in cross-cultural 
deliberation designed to understand relationalities and imagine alternatives, but 
always from a position that is reflexive of its epistemic assumptions. (p. 264)  

The advantage of a values education that requires students to think critically about morality 
lies in its potential to genuinely convince students to adopt appropriate beliefs and values. A 
values education that requires students to consider the arguments for and against the adoption 
of certain moral beliefs or values before constructing their own moral system is more likely 
to produce students who understand in a deep way why the beliefs and values they have 
adopted are good and true; therefore, students become more committed and resilient in 
upholding them in practice. Equipping students with moral reasoning abilities also guards 
against rote-learning and closed-mindedness, and empowers them to become moral agents. 
 A possible objection to the teaching of communitarian values is that doing so may 
amount to indoctrination—the imposition of a set of values on students. However, the 
promotion of moral values in itself is not indoctrination. Otherwise, all societies are guilty of 
indoctrination, because some moral values are inevitably taught to children everywhere as 
part of informal, informal and non-formal education. Even for societies that champion 
liberalism, a liberal state ensures that the procedural values of liberty, equality, and 
rationality are safeguarded and defended above all other goods. In other words, it is assumed 
that these three procedural values are the shared values on which all reasonable human beings 
can agree, regardless of their personal life goals. Hence, the mere teaching of communitarian 
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values is not tantamount to indoctrination. It is only indoctrination if a society or community 
goes beyond instilling a broad set of shared values to imposing a system of totalistic beliefs 
that paralyse the development of one’s intellectual capacity. (For further reading on 
indoctrination, see Tan, 2008, 2011). 

How then do we facilitate critical moral reasoning in a moral education classroom? 
Law (2007), Lickona (1994), and Lipman (1983, 2003) have offered some useful 
suggestions. An example is the use of stories or real-life case studies that encourage students 
to question and debate with one another about complex moral issues (Lipman, 1983). 
Another recommended strategy is the use of a thought experiment that involves a moral 
scenario or moral dilemma to engage students in moral reasoning (For a discussion of how 
films can be an effective tool to present moral scenarios and dilemmas, see Tan, 2007).  
 
Conclusion 
 
The fixation with 21st-century skills reflects the prevailing focus on the economic dimension 
of global connectivity. The authors of this article have critiqued the current frameworks for 
21st-century education by arguing that they are predominantly underpinned by an 
individualist view of education. The authors have proposed a communitarian conception of 
education that underscores the importance of moral values and the contributions of the 
community toward an individual’s identity, ethics, and behavior. A limitation of this 
argument is that it is largely theoretical and without substantial evidence in the form of 
practice-rooted examples. This suggests the need for future research that examines the 
specific formulation and implementation of communitarian frameworks. Some possible 
emerging questions include the following:  

• How can we formulate a communitarian framework for 21st-century education for 
diverse sociocultural, political, economic, and religious contexts and local needs?  

• What are the specific communitarian values that may unite different peoples in a 
society? 

• What are the particular changes, benefits, challenges, and solutions a communitarian  
• framework may bring to schools, students, teachers, parents, and other educational 

stakeholders?  
Explorations that highlight the practice-based possibilities of a communitarian framework 
will contribute greatly to the implementation of a model that can transform education in the 
21st-century. 
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