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Economic Forum, 2018). Future employees need skills that demonstrate aptitude in a social 

context and reveal an ability to work in a diverse team setting  (Carnevale, 2013; Davies et al., 

2011).  

Collective and shared intelligence emerges from teamwork of many individuals and aims 

to enhance the social reservoir of existing knowledge. Successful collaborations prize advances 

in community workforce knowledge, while enabling individual members to contribute to that 

success (Scardamalia et al., 2012). Employees must demonstrate an ability to work effectively 

and respectfully with diverse teams. Team members accept shared responsibility for 

collaborative work. Individuals should exercise flexibility and the inclination to be helpful in 

making compromises for a common goal (Partnership for 21st Century Learning, 2019). Future 

employees should be able to express frustration in a constructive way that maintains a productive 

team (Scardamalia et al., 2012). This requires individuals to be able to view and understand 

different viewpoints and to be able to negotiate. Such adaptability allows team members to 

interact effectively with others while managing projects, and to guide and lead others 

(Assessment of Transversal Skills 2020, 2020).  This requires social and cross-cultural skills to 

interact effectively with others. Additionally, employees should understand how to conduct 

themselves in a respectable, professional manner. Collaboration creates an ecosystem of diverse 

ideas. The traits of collaboration include respect for cultural differences while working 

effectively with individuals that have a range of social and cultural backgrounds. Teamwork can 

teach graduates to respond open-mindedly to different ideas and values, and to leverage social 

and cultural variances to create new ideas (LaPrade et al., 2019; Partnership for 21st Century 

Learning, 2019). Moreover, individuals are more likely to participate in community and 

neighborhood activities and to display solidarity on issues affecting the local or wider 
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community (Assessment of Transversal Skills 2020, 2020). Community members tend to support 

inclusive rights when exposed to more diverse opinions and cultures (Scardamalia et al., 2012). 

Ultimately, through deliberate classroom collaboration activities, students learn to manage group 

projects and to guide and lead others (Assessment of Transversal Skills 2020, 2020; Udemy for 

Business, 2019). 

Leadership is an essential part of teamwork. The expectations of leaders are to 

communicate clearly, to listen, to share information effectively, and be open to diverse opinions 

and ideas (Hickman & Dvorak, 2019). Leaders must use interpersonal and problem-solving skills 

to influence and guide others towards a common goal. They must analyze the team to leverage 

strengths of members and inspire others to produce quality work. Leaders demonstrate integrity 

and ethical decision making while navigating a problem. Through effective leadership, graduates 

learn to be responsible to others, to act responsibly for the interests of the global community 

(Davies et al., 2011; Partnership for 21st Century Learning, 2019). 

Literacy 

The current media-driven world ushered in several issues for the population. There is an 

ever-growing abundance of information that can easily cause information overload (Koerner, 

2018; LaPrade et al., 2019).  Rapid changes in technology mean that the population must 

constantly adjust and learn new tools. Additionally, communication technologies have made it 

easier than ever before to coordinate and collaborate globally, with richly diverse cultures and 

peoples. To keep up with this, students and employees must learn to navigate mass information 

and marshal accelerated technology. Information, media and digital literacy have consequently 

become as vital to education as the traditional literacies in language and math. Individuals must 

critically sort through, evaluate, and determine validity and relevancy in the swell of available 
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and ever-expanding information (Davies et al., 2011; Partnership for 21st Century Learning, 

2019). Information literacy encompasses analysis, selection, and the processing of information in 

order to construct new knowledge. Digital and technology literacy involve the ability to access 

and competently utilize appropriate tools to research, organize and collect information 

(Assessment of Transversal Skills 2020, 2020; Scardamalia et al., 2012).  

Future workers must manage the stream of information from a wide variety of sources 

and outlets in an efficient manner. They are then required to use the information accurately and 

creatively for complex problems, and apply a fundamental understanding of the ethical issues 

regarding the access and use of such information (Partnership for 21st Century Learning, 2019). 

To accomplish this, graduates must plan essential strategies that guide inquiry while evaluating 

and choosing sources and tools based on the suitability to explicit tasks. Once an individual 

processes the information, they can then construct and integrate new knowledge to new 

situations.  (Assessment of Transversal Skills 2020, 2020; World Economic Forum, 2018). 

Information literacy also involves going beyond provided information to actively seek 

supplemental data. Constructive use of knowledge resources can help to expand the social 

collection of improvable ideas (Scardamalia et al., 2012). 

As part of information literacy, graduates must also understand both how and why media 

messages are constructed, and for what purposes. This is referred to as media literacy (Bakhshi et 

al., 2017; Davies et al., 2011; World Economic Forum, 2018). Students scrutinize how 

individuals interpret media messages in different ways and how diverse values and points of 

view are included or excluded in these messages. Media can impact beliefs and behaviors if the 

reader is not media savvy and cognizant of the possible effects. As such, students and employees 

should also adopt an essential grasp of the ethical and legal characteristics involved with media. 
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Not only should they be consumers of media content, but creators. This means that students 

should comprehend and utilize the most appropriate media creation tools and technology.  

Content creators need to effectively employ appropriate expressions and interpretations in 

diverse, multi-cultural environments through today’s global society (Bakhshi et al., 2017; Davies 

et al., 2011; Koerner, 2018; Partnership for 21st Century Learning, 2019; World Economic 

Forum, 2018). 

Lifelong learning 

Perhaps the most surprising finding is the emphasis that employers placed on the ability 

to learn. Lifelong learning is variously described as flexibility, the willingness and desire to learn 

new things, and the ability to continually learn. Due to the rapidly changing workplace and 

duties, this skill is underscored as a highly desirable aptitude (Hora, 2017). Autonomous learning 

encompasses identifying personal needs for learning and defining goals to meet those needs 

based on prior knowledge and experience. Learners also evaluate their own progress and results, 

while actively seeking feedback. Part of learning to learn is the ability to use several types of 

reasoning in a variety of situations, and to utilize systematic thinking by reflecting on the 

interaction of the parts to the whole problem in order to solve it. An aptitude for active learning 

helps to strengthen skills related to problem solving such as making decisions and judgements. 

Additionally, it helps with literacy skills like  critically evaluating media resources and 

technology tools (Assessment of Transversal Skills 2020, 2020). In becoming lifelong learners, 

students and workers can progress faster and take charge at the highest executive levels. Social 

and individual metacognition is integral to the operation and assessment of organizational 

cultures. Engagement in continuous, lifelong and diverse learning opportunities helps an 
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individual to self-identify as a knowledge creator, irrespective of life circumstances or context 

(Scardamalia et al., 2012). 

Thinking skills and content knowledge are not enough for today’s life and work 

environments. Students must pay rigorous attention to developing adequate life and career skills 

in order to navigate the globally competitive information economy (Partnership for 21st Century 

Learning, 2019). They can cultivate a shared, interconnected knowledge that spans formal and 

informal settings. Additionally the ability to deliberately learn helps employees build on and 

improve the knowledge assets of the organization and community as a whole (Scardamalia et al., 

2012). Understanding how to manage your career and life goals helps to maintain a degree of 

separation between one’s professional and personal life, as well as to adapt to change, to manage 

goals and time, and to work independently (Assessment of Transversal Skills 2020, 2020). The 

characteristics of lifelong learning include the ability to adapt to varied roles, job responsibilities, 

schedules, and contexts. Lifelong learners can effectively work in a climate of ambiguity and 

shifting priorities. Flexibility helps learners to incorporate feedback effectively, to deal positively 

with praise, navigate setbacks, and balance diverse views and beliefs to reach viable solutions. 

Moreover, this skill helps to develop a sense of initiative and self-direction. Lifelong learners 

manage goals and time effectively by setting goals with success criteria and balancing tactical 

and strategic goals. They employ the ability to monitor, define, prioritize, and complete tasks 

without micromanagement. Essentially lifelong learners go beyond basic mastery of skills to 

explore and expand their own learning. They seek opportunities to gain expertise, demonstrate 

initiative, and reflect critically on past experiences in order to inform future progress (Partnership 

for 21st Century Learning, 2019). 

Presentation to the School 
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While I had not completed the research to inform curriculum development, I had to start 

gaining support from colleagues to continue working on the possibility of a certificate program 

for 21st century skills. As such, I developed a brief presentation (appendix A) for the School of 

Media and Design that was presented February 28, 2020. The presentation introduced the 

upcoming problems that education, and UIW in particular, will soon face. I suggested a 

certificate program as a potential solution to help alleviate these complex issues. In the 

presentation, I outlined other certificate programs as well as a general outline for the curriculum 

with the help of my colleague in communication arts, Dr. Trey Guinn.   

The response to the presentation was mixed. Some liked the general idea, some wanted a 

more detailed curriculum layout, some thought it “cheapened” the university experience, some 

were afraid that the program would poach students from their majors, and some wanted to take 

the idea to develop their own programs. Overall, the consensus was that we needed more minds 

on the task. I advocated for an interdisciplinary approach to the committee, the dean thought it 

needed to stay in-house until perfected.  

One and a half weeks later, the school issued an online learning platform for all spring 

classes. Immediately attention turned from any curriculum development. No faculty member had 

the time to investigate the potential of a new certificate program, including myself. As we 

scrambled to turn our face top face curriculum into an online and remote format for students, this 

project was shifted to a lower priority.  

Summary 

This literature acts as the outcome of my master’s project. Through the review, I found 

that the higher education system faces many issues that are now compounded by the mass-shift 

to remote learning for the COVID-19 pandemic (Dignan, 2020). Automation and artificial 
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intelligence will change what jobs are available and the skills needed to successfully perform 

those jobs. Additionally, the knowledge economy requires new talents to navigate vast amounts 

of information, fluctuating media content, and rapidly evolving technologies (National 

Academies of Sciences Engineering and Medicine, 2017). The higher education system is under 

scrutiny for high costs and distrust of institutions today (Gallup & Northeastern University, 

2019). One option that institutions face is to start using modularized credentials through 

unbundling the university. Degrees and other benefits of college can be broken into smaller 

components for student consumption. Badges and certificates that focus on mastery of a specific 

skill help students to personalize their education. While there are many benefits, this system also 

faces challenges by not addressing the full scope of the university purpose (Morris et al., 2019; 

Swinnerton et al., 2018).  

Many employers are calling for graduates and job candidates to demonstrate 21st century 

skills. These include problem-solving skills, communication and collaboration skills, literacy in 

information, media and technology, and learning how to learn. These skills will help employees 

to work more effectively in an automated workforce by demonstrating abstract skills that 

machines cannot yet replicate (Assessment of Transversal Skills 2020, 2020; Davies et al., 

2011).  

In addition to the literature review, I compiled and presented a short presentation to the 

faculty of my school in order to gain support. The feedback was mixed, but ultimately any 

progress was halted due to the disruption of the pandemic. In the next section, I will reflect on 

the key learnings of this master’s project.  
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Section Five: Key Learnings 

This project started as an ambition to create curriculum for a certificate program in 

21st century skills at the University of the Incarnate Word. However, initial resistance 

compounded by the consequences of a pandemic meant that I had to pull back on that 

ambition and concentrate efforts on a thorough literature review. The purpose of the 

review is to inform further discourse on the subject once the UIW community moves away 

from crisis mode and can contemplate new curriculum and educational models.   

The literature review proved to produce valuable insights. Previous to this project, I 

was unaware of the concept of unbundling at the university level. I viewed the certificate 

program as simply an alternative to undergraduate minors. I failed to comprehend the full 

meaning of modularized credentials. Furthermore, I was overwhelmed by the relative 

consistency of employability skills. While they are commonly referred to by various names, 

there is a distinct set of talents that are necessary for the future workforce, which are 

remarkably consistent from study to study. What is not clear is how to assess these types of 

skills in an educational context.  There is certainly a need for further research and 

experimentation. However, the pandemic fallout may provide just the push education 

needs to begin to adopt a system-wide change in how we serve our students. 

This process has also produced key learnings. While I probably should have 

expected it, the mixed feedback demonstrated an underlying fear of change. This 

emphasizes the need to plan for and deliberately transition change. I may need to approach 

the subject differently upon return to campus. However, all efforts are currently on hold 

until the end of the semester. Currently the virus concerns override all curriculum 

development. I hope to talk with our task force committee for high-impact practices. They 
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may be the better route to start a conversation about possible system changes and best 

practices following the “new normal” that the pandemic has wrought on higher education. 

If nothing else, the lockdown and learning shift may provide an opportunity to highlight the 

need for change.  

Research always works by nature of learning more. Therefore, I would evaluate this 

project as a success. The presentation introduced the idea to other faculty in my school. 

Now that I am more informed by the research, I will reinitiate the conversation at the 

earliest appropriate moment. I plan to continue with this initiative beyond the project and 

look for fresh opportunities within the setbacks.   
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Section Six: Conclusion 

The purpose of this project was to review pertinent literature to inform a certificate 

program in 21st century skills at the University of the Incarnate Word. The literature revealed that 

education faces multiple obstacles to prepare graduates for future work. One system that is 

gaining attention is unbundling universities. This is a process of disaggregating degrees and 

utilizing modularized credentials to build personalized learning paths. Additionally, employers 

are calling for new hires to show greater aptitude for interpersonal and problem-solving skills. 

The process of synthesizing the literature helped me to better understand the problems that 

education face in the near future and some possible solutions. When I initially proposed the 

adoption of certificate programs, the faculty responded with a mix of feedback.  

This helped me to see the act of creative change in progress on a personal level.  As a 

change agent, I convinced myself that everyone would love the idea and we could start 

planning the curriculum right away. However, I realized that this may need to be a more 

systematic change that needs a strategic transition period.  I certainly have a better 

appreciation for the need for the transition period partly due to Dr. John Cabra’s class on 

organizational creativity at Buffalo State College. The rapid and forced changes brought on 

by the pandemic also demonstrate how radical change can have unintended consequences 

and push back from members of the organizational community.  

To continue the work, what I see myself doing is to work with a committee of 

interdisciplinary colleagues to approach the problem from a big picture view. We need to 

really examine the issues that the university will face in the near future and generate 

possible solutions. The certificate program may or may not be a good choice for our 
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organization. However, we can consider it with other ideas. Additionally, this can include 

ongoing research as the data about the pandemic and its consequences emerge in real time.  

Future research can explore alternative solutions to the changing educational 

landscape. As more institutions adopt unbundling and 21st century skill courses, more 

empirical research will surface. Furthermore, this subject will benefit from more scrutiny 

about how the delivery methods and the content each affect modularized learning and 

credentials. Clearly, the two most practical and difficult question to study are how to assess 

21st century skills for accountability, and how well will modularized credentials be 

standardized for validity and relevancy?  

This project unlocked new ideas for me in terms of helping students become 

productive citizens and employees of the future. I am easily absorbed in the research and 

know that there is more out there to explore. Curriculum development always excites me, 

and this research ignites ideas with every paper I read. My goals at the outset of this project 

were to identify relevant literature, to identify similar certificate programs, and to define a 

set of skills that UIW students should learn to succeed in the future workforce. As can be 

expected, these goals did not quite go deep enough for the project. I easily identified 

literature and other certificate programs. However, that was only a small part of the 

knowledge I uncovered in the review. Additionally, it was difficult to pinpoint specific skills, 

but rather I found categories or themes of skillsets. As with all research, I uncovered more 

questions than answers.  
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