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Introduction 

“Education is increasingly perceived as necessary by the public… forty-four countries 

identified having a good education as the most critical factor for getting ahead in life” 

(Reimers & Chung, 2016, p. 1). In their comparative study of six countries, Reimers and 

Chung (2016) examine the salient features that distinguish Singapore, China, Chile, Mexico, 

India, and the United States. The study reviews each country’s population history, education 

system development, and integration of the 21st Century Competencies framework (21CC) 

into curriculum and teaching practices. This case study offers a comprehensive analysis of 

each country’s approaches, implementations, evaluations, and solutions related to the 21CC 

framework. 

Salient Features 

Salient features are defining elements that distinguish one target from another 

(Tietjen, n.d.). These include socioeconomic factors and historical contexts that affect each 

country’s education system. Understanding these foundations allows insight into unique 

strategies for preparing future workforce members with 21st-century skills. 

Country Profiles 

Singapore 

Singapore is a small, densely populated city-state with a multicultural society. Its 

population grew from approximately 5.45 million in 2021 to 5.92 million in June 2023 

(National Population and Talent Division, 2023). Singapore invests heavily in education, 

spending nearly 3% of its GDP in 2014. The education system has evolved through four 

phases. The first phase, the survival-driven phase (1965–1978), focused on increasing school 

participation and enrollment to support economic growth. The efficiency-driven phase 
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(1979–1997) raised educational standards for all students. The ability-based, 

aspiration-driven phase (1997–2011) aimed to develop every child’s abilities and talents. The 

final phase, student-centric and values-driven (2011–2019), focused on nurturing 

well-rounded individuals to succeed in the 21st-century workplace. Singapore consistently 

performs well in international assessments such as PISA, ranking in the top five in 

mathematics, reading, and science in 2012. 

China 

China has one of the world’s largest education systems, with about 200 million 

enrolled students (Reimers & Chung, 2016). It provides free nine-year compulsory education 

for children over six years old (China.org.cn, 2017). China’s education history includes three 

phases: the ideological orientation phase (1949–1976), which focused on developing moral 

and intellectual foundations; the workforce matching phase (1977–1998), which trained labor 

through redesigned college entrance exams; and the holistic development phase 

(1999–present), which emphasizes knowledge and skills (Reimers & Chung, 2016, pp. 

72–75). Despite strong international test performances, challenges remain regarding equitable 

access and strategic implementation. 

Chile 

Chile, with a population of approximately 15.87 million in 2003 (Data Commons - 

Place Explorer, 2023), educates about 3 million students in two compulsory levels. Its 

education system comprises primary education for children aged 6 to 13, consisting of eight 

grades that focus on foundational subjects, and secondary education, divided into a four-year 

basic cycle and a two-year diversified cycle, offering technical or artistic tracks. Recent 

reforms seek to improve accessibility, quality, and equity. 
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Mexico 

Mexico mandates school attendance for children within specified age ranges, ensuring 

literacy and promoting societal participation. The system includes primary, middle, and 

higher education levels and is undergoing reforms to enhance quality and equity. 

India 

India’s schools, many built in the 1930s and 1940s, reflect long-standing social 

hierarchies, such as the caste system, which was officially abolished by the 

Anti-Untouchability Act of 1955 (OSAAT, 2023). Education challenges include access, 

quality, and equity. India’s system encompasses primary education for children aged 6 to 10, 

secondary education for those aged 11 to 17, and tertiary education for individuals aged 18 to 

22. Mandatory education lasts from ages 6 to 13. 

United States 

The U.S., comprising fifty states, measures education quality through standardized 

tests that assess perception, memory, problem-solving, and language (Reimers & Chung, 

2016, p. 187). The Common Core State Standards (CCSS) define the knowledge and skills 

expected at each grade level, with a focus on English and mathematics. States incorporate 

aspects of the 21st Century Community Learning Centers (21st Century CCLC) framework to 

prepare future leaders. 

21st Century Competencies (21CC) Framework in Action 

The 21CC framework promotes active skills to prepare learners as productive 

contributors locally and globally (Tan et al., 2017). In Singapore, Kranji Secondary School 

focuses on teacher professional development in civic literacy, global awareness, critical 
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thinking, communication, and collaboration (Reimers & Chung, 2016). China’s framework 

emphasizes learning and innovation skills, digital literacy, life and career skills, and media 

literacy. Chile’s curriculum analysis centers on cognitive and critical thinking skills, primarily 

through language and science education. In Mexico, awareness of 21CC is low among 

parents, teachers, and principals, but it is recognized as essential for workforce readiness. 

India’s National Curriculum Framework 2005 incorporates learner-centric and holistic 

approaches, emphasizing teacher development and active learning. The United States’ 

Massachusetts Education Reform Act of 1993 and the National Partnership for 21st Century 

Learning promote the embedding of 21st-century CCL skills in curriculum, assessment, and 

professional development. 

Common Themes and Distinctions 

A shared theme is the focus on preparing learners for workforce readiness and societal 

participation, driven by government reforms and the integration of technology (Reimers & 

Chung, 2016, p. 229). Distinctions arise from cultural influences. Singapore’s value-based 

education aligns with a liberal capitalist modernization theory (McCowan & Unterhalter, 

2015). Chile and Mexico emphasize democratic citizenship and critical thinking to foster 

social participation. India targets socioeconomic inequities through holistic education. The 

U.S. and China prioritize higher-order cognitive skills, as evaluated through assessments. 

Conclusion 

Each country acknowledges the need to broaden educational goals to prepare learners 

to thrive as members of 21st-century local and global communities. Their strategies reflect 

diverse cultural, social, and economic contexts but share a commitment to quality education 

and workforce readiness. 
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