
HOW TO FUTURE-PROOF OUR GIRLS FOR THE 21ST CENTURY 

How educators can facilitate learning that will equip and prepare children for 
success in a rapidly changing world.  

At the touch of their fingertips, on the device of their choice, our girls can be 
transported to places and meet people that would have been a privilege assigned only 
to the super wealthy Baby Boomers in their younger years. There is no doubt that 
digital technology has changed the way that our children acquire information. If we as 
educators are able to assist them to navigate their way through the digital space and 
empower them to use their voices effectively then our girls will be equipped to enter 
the workforce with the knowledge and skills relevant to the digital age.  

As educators and parents, through our evolving relationship with knowledge, we have 
a responsibility to embrace the paradigm shift in education that is being facilitated by 
the digital space. Digital has also influenced a trend that has changed the set of criteria 
that corporates or prospective employers use in their recruitment process. In fact, 
several global studies indicate that employers are no longer recruiting solely based on 
academic qualifications and grades. A 2017 report by Centre for the Edge, Australia 
explain that there is an “emerging trend for employers to move away from using formal 
credentials as the gold standard against which all candidate employees are measured. 
The suitability of a candidate is increasingly being judged in terms of their observable 
attitude and behaviours, their broad experience and track record of integrating new 
knowledge and skills into their work.”  



Thinking Schools South Africa 

Thinking Schools South Africa (tssa) are thought leaders that  empower schools to 
grow a culture of explicit thinking so that students become independent life-long 
learners. By aligning ourselves as educators with their successful model of “how” to 
develop critical and creative, independent and interdependent thinking skills, we are 
able to prepare our girls for the ever-changing 21st Century workforce. The TSSA 
programme is accredited by the University of Exeter and parallels Harvard 
University’s Ground Zero approach of developing a visible Thinking Culture. 

Much of what the tssa advocates, reflects the work of Harvard University Professor, 
Dr. Tony Wagner. By unpacking the “7 Survival Skills for the 21st Century” 
identified by Wagner, we are able to better understand our responsibility as 
educators and parents in preparing young people to meet their full potential.  

1. Critical Thinking and Problem Solving

At the heart of being a critical thinker is the ability to ask good questions. With the 
massive amounts of information that our girls are exposed to we need to teach 
them to ask the questions that will help them to make informed decisions as to 
what information is relevant to their needs and what information is accurate. Fake 
news is an example of how inaccurate information can so often become the 
narrative for the day. We must encourage our girls to problem solve solutions for 
the future without relying on answers from the past.  

declining skills demand



The Vice President for Global Talent Management at Dell Computers, Mike 
Summers, states that his greatest concern is “young people’s lack of leadership 
skills. Kids just out of school.”  

Our girl’s will have to be able to collaborate and lead in a world that is becoming 
more and more virtual. That means that meetings and other teamwork activities 
are less and less likely to be around a boardroom table and far more likely to be 
on virtual platforms such as Skype and Google+. An excellent example of 
innovative collaboration is Wikipedia, which was launched on 15 January 2001, 
two days after the domain was registered. The concept of an open collaboration 
for an encyclopedia would have taken decades to complete in the pre-digital era. 

Many organisations have already redefined how their employees are managed, 
measured and motivated. For employees in sectors that require critical thinking, 
attendance at the office is is no longer mandatory and physical meetings are often 
voluntary. Although this business model makes sense on many levels, virtual 
communication makes it far more difficult to pick up on subtle cues like body 
language in order to understand and interpret others.  

3. Agility and Adaptability

Without the ability to adapt to situations and environments in this fast changing 
world, those entering the workforce will be highly less employable than their more 
agile and adaptable counterparts. In a recent article by the University of Kent, titled 
“Adaptability and Flexibility”, 91% of HR directors think that by 2018, people will be 
recruited on their ability to deal with change and uncertainty.  
We have a duty to teach our girls to be flexible and be prepared to use a variety of 
tools to solve problems. 

4. Initiative and Entrepreneurship

Our girls need to be proactive and use creative skills to come up with solutions to 
possible problems or opportunities. Wagner explains how the “system of schooling 
promotes the idea that there are right answers, and that you get rewarded if you 
get the right answer." But this system is not a reflection of the real world and we 
need to ensure that our girls understand the need to adapt and disrupt systems 
that no longer work.  

Thato Kgatlhanye is a shining example of a young South African entrepreneur who 
is using innovation to benefit the lives of local youths. She wanted to find a solution 
for the vast number of South African children that walked to school carrying their 
books, or using plastic bags, often returning in the dark. Her solution was a bag 
made from recycled plastic. The bag is durable, practical, reflective, waterproof, 
comes in a range of bright colours and has a solar paneled light. All this was the 
brainchild of an 18-year-old girl who noticed a problem, took the initiative and used 
her entrepreneurial skills to make a difference.  

2. Collaboration Across Networks and Leading by Influence



5. Effective Oral and Written Communication

As a former English teacher, Wagner has noted that the employer demands for 
writing in a “clear and concise” manner with "focus, energy and passion" are not 
being met. He believes that the focus in most English classes is on grammar, 
punctuation, spelling, and formulaic styles of writing, rather than encouraging 
writing that is unique and truly engages the reader. When it comes to digital 
marketing, content still remains king and our girls must be prepared to write for a 
range of digital and social media platforms in a way that engages, educates, 
entertains and inspires the reader. 

6. Assessing and Analysing Information

In order to deal with the information overload that our girls are exposed to, we need 
to teach them how to find and evaluate information from a wide range of sources 
in order to make strong arguments and defend them with strong evidence. This will 
prepare them to persuade and influence audiences and be in a position to debate 
various topics with the confidence that comes from greater knowledge and 
understanding. 

7. Curiosity and Imagination

In order to keep curiosity and imagination alive in our children, Wagner has started 
encouraging educators to use the ‘Google 20 percent rule’ with their students: they 
tell them “For 20 percent of your time, you are going to be the architect of your own 
learning. We’ll hold you accountable: you’re going to create a digital portfolio, 
you’re going to collect evidence of your progressive mastery of the skills that we 
think are the most important: critical thinking, collaboration, creative problem-
solving, and communication.” For this to work effectively Wagner insists that 
students “have to ask their own questions, they need to iterate and to reflect on 
what they’ve learned, what they haven’t, and set new learning goals for 
themselves”.  

P4C “Philosophy for Children.”   

 ‘Philosophy for children’ (P4C), is a worldwide practice that has been making ground 
in South Africa as a method to develop thinking skills and learning 
characteristics/dispositions necessary to function successfully in the 21st Century.  

Thato Kgatlhanye on the left
proudly holding up her innovation. 



Paramount to P4C is critical thinking where children create and answer questions 
which encourage reasoning and evaluation.  Making connections, suggestions and 
speculating are a part of creative thinking which is another cornerstone of P4C. As 
mentioned earlier within the context of Tony Wagner’s, 7 Survival Skills for the 21st 
Century, the need for critical thinking will empower our children to be more discerning 
when analysing the vast amounts of information that they are exposed to. It will also 
encourage collaborative thinking at a young age, resulting in a more natural transition 
from education to employment.  

P4C values the idea that many brains communicating and supporting others’ ideas 
encourage deeper learning and understanding. P4C sessions provide children with 
the opportunity for thinking, reasoning and questioning. They are structured to 
incorporate the 4 C’s (caring, critical, creative and collaborative), which are skills 
deemed necessary to promote positive engagement at home, at school and in their 
future careers.  These skills will empower them to be 21st Century learners.   

The first step that is taken in a P4C lesson is to create a caring environment where 
children feel safe to engage in dialogue. This space allows children to express their 
ideas, opinions and thinking. They are encouraged to learn to listen, concentrate and 
value the ‘voices’ of others.  This type of learning gives our girls  the possibility of 
seeing that their ideas have value. It also illustrates that the ideas of their fellow 
classmates also have value and that they don’t all need to provide the same value. To 
learn that they don’t always have to be right also encourages children to interact 
without the fear of getting the answer wrong. 

Instead of being an addition to the timetable, P4C has been integrated within the 
Grade R curriculum and also takes the form of stand-alone sessions which are called, 
'thinking circles'. It is used extensively in Visual Art lessons from Grade 1 to 7 as part 
of art analysis, stimulus for an art activity and conceptual development. Grades 1 - 7 
are integrating P4C into the existing curriculum and have found it to be very useful in 
the teaching of Life Skills.  

Conclusion 
Research has indicated that young people today are likely to have 17 jobs over five 
different careers in their lifetime.  

With the massive influx of information and knowledge, it is impossible to learn 
everything about every subject. Even if it was possible, in this ever changing world, 
what might be correct this year will not necessarily be correct next year. Several 
studies have indicated that the jobs that our children may get after graduation, could 
quite easily be jobs that have not yet been invented. It therefore makes sense that 
educators and parents adapt and develop more innovative teaching and learning 
methods that are able to reflect our changing world. 

P4C and tssa  both offer relevant and effective ways to teach skills that our children 
can apply in all areas of life. Teaching children to do well at school is no longer 
enough and with information on any topic literally at our fingertips, we need to 
increase our focus on teaching children how to access, interpret, and make use of 
information and harness their skills in creativity, critical thinking, communication and 
collaboration.  We look forward to sharing more on this journey of learning and 
welcome any further topics you would like us to include.






