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                                                                ABSTRACT 

The thesis explores the concept of 21
st
 Century Skills, evaluates its relevance for the Austrian 

education system and proposes possible ways of integrating it into the English as a Foreign 

Language (EFL) classroom. For this purpose a survey on the status quo in Austrian Secondary 

Schools for Economic Professions (HLW) was conducted. To begin with, the first part 

outlines the general background and description of the framework created by the Partnership 

for 21
st
 Century Skills in collaboration with the authors Trilling & Fadel (2009), on whose 

book this thesis is based. An analysis of the specific Austrian context, in regard to the national 

school system, the graduates‟ employability, the standards set by the Common European 

Framework of Reference (CEFR) and the official HLW curricula as well as a definition of the 

Austrian Generation Y will be provided. In the second part, the results of a nationwide online 

questionnaire concerning the practice of 21
st
 Century Skills will be presented. The objective 

of this section is to evaluate the status quo in Austrian HLW EFL classes and the teachers‟ 

attitude towards new teaching approaches. The thesis closes with practical implications for 

the EFL classroom one can use as a starting point towards an appropriate 21
st
 century 

education.
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                                                   ZUSAMMENFASSUNG 

Diese Arbeit behandelt die Thematik der „21
st
 Century Skills“. Sie evaluiert deren mögliche 

Relevanz für das österreichische Schulsystem und zeigt potenzielle Wege der Integration im 

Englischunterricht auf. Für diesen Zweck wurde eine Umfrage bezüglich des Status Quo in 

österreichischen Höheren Lehranstalten für wirtschaftliche Berufe durchgeführt. Der erste 

Teil beschäftigt sich mit einem Einblick in dieses Lehrkonzept, basierend auf der Literatur 

von Partnership for 21
st
 Century Skills, welches in Kooperation mit Trilling & Fadel 

entwickelt wurde. Diese bildet die Grundlage für meine Arbeit. Um deren Relevanz für den 

österreichischen Kontext zu evaluieren, wurde das nationale Schulsystem, die 

Vermittelbarkeit der AbsolventInnen in der Arbeitswelt, die vorgegebenen Standards des 

gemeinsamen europäischen Referenzrahmens für Sprachen (CEFR) und des offiziellen 

Lehrplans für Höhere Lehranstalten für wirtschaftliche Berufe, sowie die Situation der 

Generation Y untersucht. Im zweiten Teil werden die Resultate des landesweiten online 

Fragebogens präsentiert. Die Ergebnisse porträtieren den Status Quo im österreichischen 

HLW Englischunterricht und die Einstellung der befragten LehrerInnen gegenüber neuen 

Lehransätzen. Der Abschluss dieser Arbeit verbindet die Theorie mit der Praxis und wird 

durch praktische Anregungen für einen für das 21. Jahrhundert adäquaten Englischunterricht, 

vervollständigt.  
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1. Introduction  

The Austrian school system is outdated. Austria is falling behind in international image 

studies and all parties in contact with the system, from students to teachers and parents to 

policy makers, are dissatisfied with the lack of change made by the government in the past 

few years. The world has changed, but the education system has not followed 

correspondingly. How can we work with technology that is developing so fast that once we 

get used to one tool another is suddenly promoted as being more effective? How can we 

support talented students without leaving other children behind? How can we adjust teaching 

methods to the evolved learning habits of today‟s digital natives? And how exactly can we 

consider all of these elements without burning out ourselves because of these rapid 

developments in our everyday surroundings and work policy alike? 

The present thesis does not claim to provide all the answers to these crucial and pressing 

questions of the 21
st
 century. However it does aim to contribute meaningful intelligence to the 

ongoing discussion on the future of the Austrian school system. In particular, it is intended to 

provide a new angle on the debate and suggest a new approach which is thought to be a 

valuable starting point towards an innovative education system. To do so, the thesis draws on 

an increasingly popular concept defined by the Partnership for 21
st
 Century Skills. Under the 

umbrella term of 21
st
 Century Skills, a tool kit of necessary abilities for successful citizens of 

this century emerges. Some of these are not new to professional educators, but others have not 

yet been considered sufficiently. They form the basis of this research project and will be 

looked at in terms of relevance and applicability to the Austrian context. In order to be able to 

provide a comprehensive overview of the topic, a three-part structure was chosen; The 

Theory, The Practice and The Implications. 

The first part of the thesis at hand will explore the theoretical background of the 21
st
 Century 

Skills. This includes a brief examination of the development of this movement and an 

introduction of the creators of this particular concept. Subsequently, each of the seven core 

skills, the so-called 7Cs, will be presented and their importance for the EFL classroom 

discussed. In this way, different points of view are explored. Analyses of the Austrian school 

system, its official curricula, the CEFR as well as the needs from the economy‟s perspective 

and the actual protagonists, Austria‟s Generation Y, added to the bigger picture of this topic 

and completed the theoretical part of this paper. 
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The second part is dedicated to the investigation of the actual status quo in Austrian schools. 

For this purpose, a study has been conducted which examined the attitude of English teachers 

towards the concept of 21
st
 Century Skills, their knowledge of it and their current teaching 

practice concerning this matter. The study focuses on the reality in Secondary Schools for 

Economic Professions (HLWs) and retrieved data from all 9 states in Austria. 

The third and final part of this paper intends to connect the theory of the 21
st
 Century Skills 

concept with the actual practice in the HLW English classroom. According to the results of 

the second part, implications for future teaching opportunities of this approach will be 

proposed. For that purpose, meaningful activity examples will be provided for the reader. In 

addition, internet sources related to this topic will be presented briefly in order to facilitate the 

consecutive step of application for interested English teachers. Finally, after having explored 

the theoretical background of the concept of 21
st
 Century Skills, its relevance to the Austrian 

context and the status quo in the Austrian HLW EFL classrooms, the practical teaching 

implications complete this inquiry and provide some valuable material readers will find useful 

for future lesson plans. 

1.1. A Remark on Terminology 

A quick excursion in order to illustrate the relevant terminology of this text will assist in 

following the arguments presented in subsequent chapters. Clarification on the application of 

the two crucial terms, skills and competences, will be made before Austrian-specific school 

items will be described.  

To facilitate discussion, the terms skills and competences will be used interchangeably 

throughout this thesis. However, it should be noted that different definitions of both words 

can be found in the literature and that they are not always used as one concept. In this regard, 

Ananiadou & Claro (2009: 8) compared distinct interpretations and conclude that a 

competence is mostly described as “a broader concept that may actually comprise skills”. The 

online dictionary (dictionary.reference.com) defines competence
1
 as “the quality of being 

competent; adequacy; possession of required skill, knowledge, qualification, or capacity”, 

whereas a skill
2
 is described as “the ability, coming from one‟s knowledge, practice, aptitude, 

                                                 
1
Refer to:  http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/competence (Accessed April 2014) 

2
 Refer to: http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/skill?s=t (Accessed April 2014) 

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/competence
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/skill?s=t


 

 
3 

 

etc.” and the “competent excellence in performance; expertness; dexterity”. For the sake of 

simplicity and in order to avoid repetition, 21
st
 century skills and competences alike will share 

the same definition in this account, being the abilities teachers of this new millennium are 

advised to teach and nurture in their classrooms in order to prepare their students 

appropriately for the challenges of this century.  

Also, since this thesis deals with a non-English context, that of German speaking Austrian 

classrooms, some of the crucial terms used are in need of a short introduction to simplify the 

reading process. First of all, a distinction between an AHS school and a BHS school has to be 

made. The abbreviation AHS stands for „Allgemeinbildende Höhere Schule‟ which basically 

describes a general academic secondary school, also called high school. Here the focus lies on 

general knowledge education and ends at age 18 (grade 12) with the standardized final 

school-leaving exam. A BHS on the other hand is, as the name „Berufsbildende Höhere 

Schule‟ already implies, a higher secondary vocational school, where students receive a 

general education as well as professional training and practice. The students graduate at age 

19 (grade 13) due to the additional occupational input. 

The research area of this thesis concentrates on one particular brand of BHS, the “Höhere 

Lehranstalt für wirtschaftliche Berufe” (HLW). Thus is a secondary vocational school and its 

target group is learners who aspire to receive a solid general education and economy-related 

professional training. For example, instead of general English, lessons are centered on 

business English and economy-specific topics.  The variety of educational branches that the 

HLW offers to young learners in Austria includes schools which focus on business, social 

sciences, tourism, nutrition or health
3
. Due to the description of this particular but yet broad 

school type, the HLW represents an excellent choice of educational institution to focus this 

inquiry on. It claims to prepare its students for a wide range of professions and argues that it 

equips them with the necessary skills and competencies to start a successful career in almost 

any commercial context. Like in all BHS schools, the learners graduate after 5 years of 

training by passing the standardized final school leaving exam. 

                                                 
3
 Refer to: http://abc.berufsbildendeschulen.at (Accessed April 2014) 

http://abc.berufsbildendeschulen.at/
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Part 1 - The Theory 

 

2. 21st Century Skills 

“It is not the strongest of the species that survive, nor the most intelligent, but the one most 

responsive to change.”  

- Charles Darwin
4
 

As the term „21
st
 Century Skills‟ implies, this notion is a fairly recent one. It refers to the 

crucial set of skills people living and working in the 21
st
 century should possess in order to be 

prepared for the challenges of life; personal ones as well as work-related demands. In the 

context of education, the notion refers to the competencies students should acquire and 

practice as part of their formation to become highly employable and content adults.  

The idea that a set of crucial competencies could become the foundation of a school reform 

might seem a little farfetched at first, but its power definitely lies within the simplicity of this 

thought. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) published a 

summary of the definition and selection of key competencies and concluded that “it would be 

of limited practical value to produce very long lists of everything that they may need to be 

able to do in various contexts at some point in their lives” (DeSeCo 2005: 4). Former U.S. 

Secretary of Education Richard Riley (referred to by Eger 2012) supports this claim and 

emphasizes that "[t]he top 10 in-demand jobs in the future don't exist today. We are currently 

preparing students for jobs that don't yet exist, using technologies that haven't been invented, 

in order to solve problems we don't even know are problems yet.".  

                                                 
4
 Quote taken from: http://en.thinkexist.com/quotation/it_is_not_the_strongest_of_the_species_that/7533.html  

(Accessed May 2014) 

http://en.thinkexist.com/quotation/it_is_not_the_strongest_of_the_species_that/7533.html
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Figure 1: Today’s Jobs Require New Skills (Trilling & Fadel 2009: 8) 

As Figure 1 indicates very clearly, routine cognitive labor as well as routine manual labor 

demand already started to decrease in the 1980s and has continued to do so ever since. In 

contrast, workers capable of complex communication and expert thinking have become the 

most requested ones and it is plausible that this tendency has not yet reached its peak. 

Therefore, it might be the case that so far we cannot name the top 10 in-demand jobs of the 

future, but it is most likely that they will be of non-routine analytical or interactive character. 

Obviously, today‟s students must be prepared for their future professional life in the best way 

possible. Since long lists will not facilitate the solution finding process and only a few 

predictions regarding the future job market are reasonable, the simplicity of a concept 

designed around a small number of key skills depicts a welcome starting point. 

Most of the literature found on 21
st
 Century Skills in education is based on American studies 

about the employability and readiness of American high school graduates. However, the 

notion has also reached Austria and local economic experts and education policy makers have 

begun to think about adapting the U.S. approach for our needs. In 2011, the Austrian 

association of industrialists (iv) set up a conference in which representatives of the main 

Austrian political parties, CEOs of major companies and school experts, as well as affected 

students, were invited to share their opinions on the necessary reform of the Austrian school 

system. In his speech, the current vice secretary-general of the association of industrialists, Mr 

Peter Koren, predicted that Austria‟s future economic welfare will mostly depend on the 

smart minds in this country
5
. He pointed out that in a world of globalization, international 

networking, new technologies and communication devices, the responsible parties have to 

                                                 
5 See conference video: http://www.iv-future.at/b119m33: 0:50 min (Accessed April 2014) 

http://www.iv-future.at/b119m33
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react accordingly and ensure that Austria‟s young generation is appropriately prepared. The 

representative of the Austrian Parliament, Werner Amon (representing the Austrian ÖVP 

party) concretized Koren‟s thought and suggested three main competencies that could support 

Austria‟s students: 

1. The competence to creatively solve problems 

2. Enough general education to filter the vast amount of information available in 

this knowledge-based society 

3. Foreign language competencies and an understanding of how the economy 

works  

   (iv 2011: 9:21 ) 

Especially in Austrian secondary vocational schools, some of Amon‟s recommendations are 

already being addressed. There, students acquire at least two foreign languages and gain 

general knowledge as well as more specific economic know-how. But is this really enough for 

the times ahead of us or are these suggestions only scratching the surface? An answer cannot 

be given at this point, but interestingly enough, the overall consensus of all guest speakers at 

this conference, including the students who were asked to share their point of view, can be 

summarized in one alarming statement: the world has outpaced our school system. 

In light of this, the question arises of what it is that 21
st
 century graduates really need and how 

we can teach it to them. Sue Beers (2011: ix), an experienced teacher and faculty member of 

the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development (ASCD), believes that our main 

goal should be to “help students think independently about the content and seek answers to 

their own questions”. Ananiadou & Claro (2009: 5) are more specific in their description: 

[t]oday‟s labour force has to be equipped with the set of skills and competencies 

which are suited to the knowledge economies. Most of them are related to 

knowledge management, which includes processes related to information 

selection, acquisition, integration, analysis and sharing in socially networked 

environments. 

Their concept of 21
st
 Century Skills is grounded on the knowledge-based character of this 

century. Tony Wagner (2012: 142), expert in this field and author of several topic-related 

books, concludes that, “what you know is far less important than what you can do with what 

you know”. In his opinion, teachers should not focus on content heavy lessons and tests 

anymore, but rather emphasize and support the acquisition of useful skills which help the 

students to transform whatever content into something new. He says that “the interest in and 
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ability to create new knowledge to solve new problems is the single most important skill that 

all students must master today” (142). The core ideas of all of these statements are generally 

similar. However, they differ in their definitions and labeling of terms.  

In order to visualize their commonalities, the Hanover Research group compared the most 

featured theories and definitions that different experts and work groups have come up with so 

far. Tony Wagner‟s concept of „Seven Survival Skills‟ is one of six sets of 21
st
 Century Skills 

they explored. The study also included the work of the Partnership of 21
st
 Century Skills, 

enGauge, Iowa’s Essential Concepts and Skills, Connecticut’s Department of Education skills 

and the Assessment and Teaching of 21
st
 Century Skills framework. Figure 2 shows the result. 

 

Figure 2: Comparison of 6 21
st
 Century Skills frameworks (Hanover Research 2011: 4) 

In total, 27 different terms are mentioned within these six frameworks. As one can see from 

figure 2, the four top ranked skills, Collaboration & Teamwork, Creativity / Imagination, 
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Critical Thinking and Problem Solving are especially crucial to all six frameworks. There is 

also a high level of agreement on the importance of Flexibility & Adaptability, Global & 

Cultural Awareness, Information Literacy and Leadership Skills. Sue Beers makes a good 

point by summing up that all these different frameworks were not created to replace 

traditional teaching approaches. She argues (2011: 4) that “it is not a question of old versus 

new literacies; it's about carefully integrating the two to provide instructional opportunities 

that result in graduates who are collie- and career-ready”. The author of several ASCD tool 

kits, which provide practical examples of how to teach in the 21
st
 century classroom, 

concludes that “the framework for 21
st
 century learning is built on a base of academic subject 

knowledge that students apply appropriately through the essential skills of creativity and 

innovation, critical thinking and problem solving, and communication and collaboration” 

(Beers 2011: 4). According to this point of view, it is not a disadvantage that there has not yet 

been a general agreement on a fixed number of skills. It is mainly important that the 

discussion about 21
st
 Century Skills has begun, and that we now start to increase their usage 

in the classroom, evaluate their actual value and only then narrow down the list of 27 different 

competences.  

However, since this paper cannot focus on such a long catalog, it centers the investigation on 

one framework only, namely, the 21
st
 Century Skills concept developed by the Partnership 

for 21st Century Skills and their associates Trilling & Fadel.  

2.1. The Partnership for 21st Century Skills and Trilling & Fadel 

During the first stage of research on 21
st
 Century Skills in education, it became clear very 

quickly that the most frequently quoted framework comes from the Partnership for 21st 

Century Skills organization (P21) and the associated book 21
st
 Century Skills - Learning for 

Life in our Times by Bernie Trilling and Charles Fadel (2009). Therefore, it seemed 

appropriate to base this research project on their work.  

The Partnership for 21st Century Skills was founded in 2002 with the goal “to serve as a 

catalyst to position 21
st
 century readiness at the center of US K-12

6
 education by building 

collaborative partnerships among education, business, and community and government 

                                                 
6
 K-12 education includes the compulsory years of schooling beginning at grade one (primary school) and 

graduating at grade 12 from high school (secondary school). 
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leaders”
7
. The strength of this organization is the resulting coalition between these four 

different but equally important parties. Education experts as well as teachers contributed to 

the creation of P21’s framework of 21
st
 Century Skills. Also, business partners like Apple, 

Cisco Systems, Microsoft and many more supported this movement along the way likely 

because it is in their interest to invest in the next generation of creative minds and possible 

employees. With the help of the U.S. Department for Education, P21 was able to fuel the 

ongoing discussion of a national 21
st
 century education in the United States. Therefore, it is 

understandable why they see themselves as “the leading national organization advocating for 

21
st
 century readiness for every student”. The topics they are concerned with are as broad as 

the “standards and assessments, curriculum and instruction, professional development and 

learning environments”, which are all necessary ingredients to “prepare students to compete 

in a global economy”.  

Bernie Trilling and Charles Fadel are both experts in the field of innovative teaching and 

wrote the book this thesis is mainly based on. They met while working for the Partnership for 

21st Century Skills and worked together on the 21
st
 Century Knowledge and Skills Rainbow 

(see 2.2.).  Trilling & Fadel aim to show practical ways of how teachers can adjust their 

teaching to the needs of the 21
st
 century. They do so by defining their 21

st
 Century Skills 

according to the results of their own research and additionally provide comprehensive 

examples and recommendations for educators, parents and policymakers.  

Charles Fadel, for example, is a visiting scholar at Harvard and the Chair of the Education 

committee of the Business and Industry Advisory Committee (BIAC) to the Organization for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). He acquired a lot of his practical 

knowledge from experiences with different educational systems and institutions in over 30 

countries. His work experience also includes a highly successful career of almost two decades 

in the ICT industry. This combination of expertise enabled him to contribute to the creation of 

a meaningful framework for 21
st
 century education, since ICT-literacy clearly is an important 

part of this context
8
.  

                                                 
7
 The information concerning the Partnership for 21

st
 Century Skills was taken from their official webpage: 

http://www.p21.org/about-us/p21-faq (Accessed April 2014) 
8
 The entire biographical information of this paragraph was retrieved from: 

http://21stcenturyskillsbook.com/authors/, accessed April 2014 

http://www.biac.org/policygrp/profile-edu.htm
http://www.biac.org/policygrp/profile-edu.htm
http://www.biac.org/
http://www.oecd.org/
http://www.p21.org/about-us/p21-faq
http://21stcenturyskillsbook.com/authors/
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Berni Trilling‟s biography is impressive as well. He worked on the development of several 

educational products and services, including the highly acclaimed ThinkQuest
9
 project. His 

teaching experience ranges from pre-school to corporate training and he has always been 

interested in integrating new technologies as effectively as possible. It is not surprising that he 

published numerous articles on this and similar educational topics. Besides also working in 

the educational technology industry, Trilling is the founder and CEO of 21
st
 Century Learning 

Advisors and a successful keynote speaker
10

.  

Since Trilling and Fadel worked on the 21
st
 Century Skills model while they were still 

working for the Partnership for 21
st
 Century Skills, the framework this project uses as its 

foundation is technically P21‟s concept. However, the two authors reorganized the skills 

defined by P21 in their 2009 book in such a memorable way, that Trilling & Fadel‟s 

arrangement will form the leitmotif of the following chapters.  

2.2. 21st Century Knowledge and Skills Rainbow 

In 2006, the Partnership for 21
st
 Century Skills, in cooperation with the American Human 

Resource Management, conducted a study on “the readiness of new entrants into the U.S. 

workforce by level of educational attainment” (P21 2006: 2). As part of this study over 400 

employers were surveyed across the United States. The results clearly indicated that neither 

high school nor two-year college-educated individuals were sufficiently prepared in the skills 

demanded by the 21
st
 century business community. Only four-year-college graduates proved 

to have an excellent command over a higher number of essential skills compared to other 

skills they were not yet able to execute adequately. According to the employers surveyed, 

high school graduates or two-year college graduates showed more deficiency than excellence 

in matters of P21„s 21
st
 Century Skills (2006: 14). Based on the findings in this study, the 

Partnership for 21
st
 Century Skills tried to develop a coherent framework in cooperation with 

“more than thirty-five member organizations, a number of participating departments of 

education, and hundreds of members of professional education and research organizations all 

weighing in on what education‟s future should be” (Trilling & Fadel 2009: 171). As has been 

mentioned before, two of the contributing board members were Bernie Trilling and Charles 

                                                 
9
 On Trilling & Fadel‟s official book website, the ThinkQuest project is described as a “state-of-the-art global 

interactive distance learning network” (www.21centuryskillsbook.com). Despite of its great success ThinkQuest 

was discontinued in 2013.  
10

 The entire biographical information of this paragraph was retrieved from: 

http://21stcenturyskillsbook.com/authors/, accessed April 2014 

http://www.21centuryskillsbook.com/
http://21stcenturyskillsbook.com/authors/
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Fadel. The result of this teamwork became visualized in form of the 21
st
 Century Knowledge 

and Skills Rainbow, which depicts the heart of P21‟s framework.  

    

Figure 3: The Knowledge-and-Skills Rainbow (Trilling & Fadel 2009: 119)  

Trilling & Fadel (2009: 172) refer to it as “the guidepost for the 21
st
 century skills movement, 

and a road map to 21
st
 century learning”, captured in one collaboratively developed image. It 

consists of three different skills groups; those that constitute „Life & Career Skills‟, those that 

are crucial for „Learning & Innovating‟ and those which are related to „Information, Media & 

Technology‟. All the skills included in these three parts of the rainbow are supposed to be 

implemented into the curricula and especially into the „Core Subjects‟ and P21„s „21
st
 Century 

Themes‟. According to them, the core subjects for the North American school context are 

English; reading or language arts; mathematics; science; foreign languages; civics; 

government; economics; arts; history; and geography. These were identified by the No Child 

Left Behind Act of 2001, and P21 combined them with their crucial themes for this century; 

global awareness, financial / economic / business and entrepreneurial literacy, civic literacy, 

health / wellness awareness and environmental literacy (P21 2009). The Partnership for 21
st
 

Century Skills believes that linking these themes with the core subjects and then using a 

variety of 21
st
 Century Skills to teach them should be the main idea of the 21

st
 century 

educational movement and would support the students on their way to becoming successful 
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and happy people. What visually mirrors the rainbow and also represents crucial elements of a 

successful education reform are the external forces that a teacher has no impact on. These 

influences are defined by the government only, such as „Standards & Assessments‟, 

„Curriculum & Instruction‟, „Professional Development‟ and „Learning Environments‟.  

However, the image of the 21
st
 Century Knowledge and Skills Rainbow does not yet reveal the 

definition of the actual skills relevant to the theory. According to P21‟s research results, 21
st
 

century students need to acquire 11 competencies in order to be prepared for the modern 

world and its challenges. Trilling & Fadel simplify this theory even further and categorize 

these skills into seven final so-called C-skills. 

Figure 4: P21 and 7C Skills (Trilling & Fadel 2009: 172) 

As one can see in figure 4, the final 7Cs skills of 21st century learning are: 

· Critical Thinking and Problem Solving 

· Communications, Information, and Media Literacy  

· Collaboration, Teamwork, and Leadership  

· Creativity and Innovation 

· Computing and ICT Literacy 

· Career and Learning Self-Reliance  
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· Cross-Cultural Understanding 

Keeping the 7Cs formula in mind, and making sure that all of these seven skill clusters are 

considered and integrated into lesson plans, represents P21„s key to heading in the right 

direction of a 21
st
 century adequate teaching approach. Why the 7Cs are so relevant and how 

they can be introduced into the EFL classroom will be discussed in the following sections. 

However, repetition and training of these skills cannot be ignored and are crucial procedures 

an English teacher should or even must implement into a 21
st
 century language classroom.  

 

3. Definition of the 21st Century Skills in the EFL Context 

Obviously, the Partnership for 21
st
 Century Skills‟ concept is actually supposed to build the 

foundation of an interdisciplinary school curriculum and should not be limited to one subject. 

In fact, 21
st
 century education theorists aim to reinvent the entire public school system on the 

basis of this movement. However, this thesis will not focus on the HLW curricula as a whole, 

but rather on the possible realization of the 7Cs in an English as a Foreign Language (EFL) 

setting. For this purpose, all 21
st
 Century Skills suggested by P21 need to be explored briefly 

before a reference to the context of the English curriculum can be made and possible teaching 

methods discussed.  

In detail, this chapter will deal with the following questions: 

- How can the 21
st
 Century Skills be defined? 

- How can the 21
st
 Century Skills be linked to the EFL classroom? 

- Is there evidence to be found which proves the relevance of the 21
st
 Century 

Skills concept for the Austrian education context? 

3.1. Learning and Innovation Skills 

The first group of skills includes those the Partnership for 21st Century Skills put on top of 

their Knowledge and Skills Rainbow (see 2.2.). It consists of the ability to think critically and 

creatively when it comes to overcoming obstacles, complex communication and applied 

imagination and invention. Trilling & Fadel (2009: 49-51) see this cluster of skills as one that 

goes “beyond meeting the new demands of 21st century work” because it describes the 

essence of “what it takes to become a self-reliant lifelong learner”. In their opinion, “creating, 



 

 
14 

 

applying, remembering, analyzing, understanding, and evaluating can all be used together in 

rich, well-designed learning activities and projects to improve the effectiveness and longevity 

of learning results”. It is this formation that enables a citizen of the 21st century world to 

engage in lifelong learning and innovation, and they both emphasize the importance of putting 

this skill set on top of the 21st century skills list. Obviously, these four competencies are not 

only helpful in the work environment, but also applicable to every other part of one‟s life. 

Therefore, it is understandable why „Critical Thinking & Problem Solving‟, 

„Communication‟, „Collaboration‟ and „Creativity‟ form essential parts of P21‟s framework. 

3.1.1. Critical Thinking and Problem Solving  

 

“I am always doing that which I cannot do, in order that I may learn how to do it.”  

- Pablo Picasso
11

 

Nowadays, wherever one comes across new ideas of how the Austrian education system can 

be updated, the need to support critical thinking and problem solving skills is highlighted. 

Thus P21‟s comprehensive definition of these competences comes in handy: 

Reason Effectively  

• Use various types of reasoning (inductive, deductive, etc.) as appropriate to the 

situation 

 

Use Systems Thinking 

• Analyze how parts of a whole interact with each other to produce overall 

outcomes in complex systems 

 

Make Judgments and Decisions 

• Effectively analyze and evaluate evidence, arguments, claims and beliefs  

• Analyze and evaluate major alternative points of view  

• Synthesize and make connections between information and arguments  

• Interpret information and draw conclusions based on the best analysis  

• Reflect critically on learning experiences and processes  

 

Solve Problems  

• Solve different kinds of non-familiar problems in both conventional and 

innovative ways  

• Identify and ask significant questions that clarify various points of view and 

lead to better solutions 

(Partnership for 21
st
 Century Skills 2009: 4) 

                                                 
11

 Quote taken from: http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/p/pablopicas107571.html (Accessed May 2014) 

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/p/pablopicas107571.html
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According to O21, critical thinking and problem-solving skills include the abilities to reason 

effectively, analyze and evaluate information, reflect critically on information, ask significant 

questions which could clarify doubts and solve non-familiar problems in both conventional 

and innovative ways. Trilling & Fadel (2009: 50) emphasize their importance by adding that 

“applying skills like critical thinking, problem solving, and creativity to the content 

knowledge” has an increasing effect on the motivation and subsequently the final learning 

outcomes. In order to gain a better understanding of both skills, they will now be discussed in 

more detail. 

Critical thinking brings several benefits with it. Cottrell (2011: 4), for example, points out that 

it “brings precision to the way we think and work and very useful for problem-solving tasks”. 

She defines critical thinking as an analytical and evaluative way of using mental processes 

such as “attention, categorisation, selection, and judgment” (Cottrell 2011: 1). The necessary 

mental processes she refers to might be the ones Stanovich & Stanovich define. According to 

them, one always has to relate the concept of critical thinking to the constructs of intelligence 

and rational thought (Stanovich & Stanovich 2010: 195). Their claim makes sense. Only by 

asking educated questions and relating the answers to rational thought can information be 

challenged and therefore reflected on. In this context, Darling-Hammond claims that teachers 

should see the potential in working on critical skills with their students because it will allow 

them to “transfer and apply their knowledge to new situations” (2007: 69). In this way, the 

capable student will acquire a skill which will support them on a lifelong learning journey. 

Reflecting on things we think we already know might also shed a new light on the 

information, and the attitude to do so helps to become a lifelong, and therefore successful, 

learner of the 21
st
 century.  

However, to improve the critical thinking skills of the pupils, the teacher has to keep an open 

mind because, as Hooks (2010: 9) states, “critical thinking is an interactive process, one that 

demands participation on the part of teacher and students alike”. Obviously, this kind of 

mindset might be problematic for certain types of teachers. It requires a good foundation of 

discussion in the classroom since the empowerment of the students in terms of fostering their 

ability to evaluate what they see, hear or read could also lead to debates between the teacher 

and the students. It should be made clear that teaching pupils to think critically does not mean 

encouraging them to criticize everything the teacher says. The teacher should however be 

prepared for the students trying to do so. It is crucial then that the teachers themselves are 
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able to execute this skill. Ultimately, this is the only way to install a good communication 

basis in which students can learn to respectfully argue, state disagreement and learn from a 

discussion. In this respect, Cottrell (20011: 9) finds it important that the students learn to 

“draw a distinction between the idea, work, text, theory or behaviour, on the one hand and, on 

the other, the person associated with these”. She also mentions another benefit critical 

thinking brings to the classroom. In her opinion, this skill helps the students to “dig deeper 

below the surface of the subject they are studying and engage in critical dialogue with its 

main theories and arguments” (Cottrell 2011: 8).  

In the EFL classroom, critical thinking can for example be found in debates, writing and 

presentations. Whenever the students state their own opinion, come up with a new idea or 

work with someone else's ideas, they first have to evaluate the information and decide what 

they want to do with it. Mills` example of an activity that included a breakfast cereal 

advertisement makes the concept of critical thinking more feasible. She explains (Mills 2011: 

33) that by letting the kids ask themselves questions about the target market of the product,  

“they can begin to understand how certain words, images, music, gestures and animations are 

chosen very deliberately to influence children and the household shopper to select one 

competing cereal over another”. As one can see, small activities like this already trigger the 

critical thinking skill in students. Also, one should not forget that due to the information flood 

that is the internet, the young generation has already had to come up with selection strategies. 

As one student at a German university pointed out, without thinking critically, using the 

internet is almost impossible (Parment 2013: 40). 

The problem solving competence is closely related to the critical thinking skill. The former 

can be described as a possible final step in the critical thinking process because once an 

opinion is formed, it might already be the solution itself, or can be found consequently. 

Nowadays, the world evolves so fast that problem solving skills are necessary in all parts of 

life. Today‟s adolescents are the Robinson Crusoes of a future that remains largely 

unpredictable and therefore, they have to try new things to adapt and learn in order to be 

successful and resilient (OECD 2014: 28). It is thus comprehensible that in the literature, the 

problem-based approach gains immense popularity. On this subject, Hoidn & Käkkinen 

(2014: 14) recommend „Problem Based Learning‟ (PBL) as a “student-centred approach in 

higher education teaching and learning across disciplines”. However, this is not a new 
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approach at all. For years, some schools and even Ivy League universities like Harvard
12

 use 

problems as a basis for certain projects to improve the learning outcome of their students. 

Accordingly, real-world problems are adopted to motivate students to investigate and evaluate 

the elements required to solve those dilemmas (Duch, Groh & Allen 2001: 6). Cavanaugh 

(2001: 27) supports this claim and argues that research evidence demonstrated the usefulness 

of problem-based learning in a learning environment. It seems obvious, and the research 

proves it, that the use of relevant realistic problems heightens the learning outcome as well as 

the learner‟s work motivation because they prefer seeing a reason behind their tasks. In this 

context, Duch, Groth & Allen (2001: 48-49) identify the most important characteristics of a 

good and useful problem in the classroom:  

- engages the students‟ interest and motivates them 

- requires students to make decisions based on facts, information, logic or      

  realization 

- should be complex enough to require collaboration of some sorts 

- initial question should be an open one  

- content objectives of the subject taught should be incorporated into the problem  

According to them, this checklist relates to any subject. In the case of an EFL lesson, the 

teacher should therefore provide an open initial question to introduce the students to the task, 

provide them with some sort of information the students can use to begin with, for example 

background information, and then let them work in pairs or bigger groups together to come up 

with a solution to the problem of task-based language teaching. 

In the Austrian HLW EFL classroom, such activities are fairly easy to implement. For 

example, the task of simulating a scene at the front desk or letting the students actually call a 

service hotline to acquire information constitutes a meaningful starting point. Problem solving 

techniques in the English classroom would also include learning about different study styles 

and how to tackle information, grammar and vocabulary. As the heading of this skill cluster 

already implies, “learning to learn and innovate” is the key to master this group of 

competences.  

In April 2014, the OECD published the results of a PISA study conducted in 2012 and Austria 

did not achieve very satisfying scores. First of all, PISA defines the problem-solving 

competence as: 

                                                 
12

 For further information please see http://hilt.harvard.edu 

http://hilt.harvard.edu/
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“...an individual’s capacity to engage in cognitive processing to understand and 

resolve problem situations where a method of solution is not immediately 

obvious. It includes the willingness to engage with such situations in order to 

achieve one’s potential as a constructive and reflective citizen” (OECD 2014: 30) 

To test these parameters, PISA designed their tasks around them (OECD 2014: 28). Along 

with mathematics and science, reading problem solving skills were tested as well. Altogether, 

the Austrian learners did not exceed the OECD mean score of all featured 44 countries and 

got ranked behind countries like the United States, Germany and the overall winner 

Singapore. Since the results of the study reflect students‟ achievements coming from different 

school types, one cannot know for sure that the problem solving skills of HLW students are 

also below the average results. However, the findings indeed prove that within the entire 

Austrian school system this set of skill needs to be considered to a higher degree than it has 

been done so far and that there is still room for improvement. 

3.1.2. Communications, Information, and Media Literacy 

“Too often we enjoy the comfort of opinion without the discomfort of thought.”  

- John F Kennedy
13

 

In a knowledge-based society, communication and information in combination with new 

media is a crucial skill set. Crockett, Jukes & Churches (2011: 57) compare this shift from the 

written word to multimedia to the shift from oral transmission to the written word.  They 

argue that a new understanding of this development needs to be taught because “excellent 

traditional writing skills are not enough to make someone a good communicator in our 

multimedia world”.  Harvard education specialist Tony Wagner emphasizes in one of his 

speeches (2009: 00:20:05) that educators need to understand that students nowadays learn 

differently than former generations did. Consequently, the teaching methods should develop 

accordingly. For example, teachers are not the primary source of information anymore. 

Today‟s students know where to get the information they are seeking. However, the way in 

which teachers communicate with their learners and teach to communicate in the real world as 

well as online depicts a major shift in the way subjects need to be taught in the classroom. 

Obviously, media must also play a role in the school context. Thus, an effective mix of 

teaching methods, content and real world applicability are essential elements in the 21
st
 

century classroom.  

                                                 
13

 Quote taken from: http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/j/johnfkenn108094.html (Accessed May 2014) 

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/j/johnfkenn108094.html
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In terms of communication in the Austrian EFL classroom, parameters have already been set 

and presented to the teachers in the Common European Frame of References (CEFR) for 

foreign language classrooms (see 4.3.). Besides being able to communicate in a face-to-face 

interaction, students also have to learn how to communicate via e-mails, in forums, discussion 

boards and social media sites (Heim & Ritter 2012). However, P21‟s main points of what a 

successful 21
st
 century communicator should be able to do include the following: 

Communicate Clearly  

• Articulate thoughts and ideas effectively using oral, written and nonverbal 

communication skills in a variety of forms and contexts  

• Listen effectively to decipher meaning, including knowledge, values, attitudes 

and intentions  

• Use communication for a range of purposes (e.g. to inform, instruct, motivate 

and persuade)  

• Utilize multiple media and technologies, and know how to judge their 

effectiveness a priori as well as assess their impact  

• Communicate effectively in diverse environments (including multi-lingual) 

(Partnership for 21
st
 Century Skills 2009: 4) 

Now, referring this list of abilities to the EFL classroom, one has to bear in mind that 

negotiation of meaning, asking for clarification or repetition needs to be added to this list as 

well. Also, the last point, multi-lingual communication, has a slightly different meaning in 

EFL classes. Here, being able to understand different varieties of English and native and non-

native accents are crucial for effective communication.   

Next to appropriate communication skills, the ability to access, evaluate and use a vast 

amount of information has become another important challenge the young generation is 

facing already. Crockett, Jukes & Churches (2011: 33) call this “flood of information” a 

“long-term tsunami” and argue that information as such has become a “temporary and 

disposable commodity”.  Thus they believe that nowadays, nobody can be an expert anymore 

because all the information needed is available on the internet. Obviously, this includes our 

former subject experts: the teachers. They do not hold the holy grail of information anymore 

and therefore need to adapt to these changes accordingly. P21 suggests that 21
st
 century 

teachers focus on the instruction of these sub-skills: 

Access and Evaluate Information 

• Access information efficiently (time) and effectively (sources)  

• Evaluate information critically and competently  
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Use and Manage Information  

• Use information accurately and creatively for the issue or problem at hand  

• Manage the flow of information from a wide variety of sources  

 

• Apply a fundamental understanding of the ethical/legal issues surrounding the  

access and use of information 

(Partnership for 21
st
 Century Skills 2009: 5) 

It is crucial that the learners we teach become fluent in information. Therefore, learning how 

to access, evaluate, use, manage and apply information is a critical set of tools to have. Online 

newspapers, video clips and reference tools like online dictionaries and encyclopedia should 

be part of the regular English lesson. As Ananiadou & Claro (2009: 9) point out, “the ability 

to find and organize information quickly and efficiently” needs to be practiced appropriately. 

Being able to communicate and to work with an infinite flood of information accessible at any 

time also requires one to be media literate. This skill refers to “the ability to analyse media 

messages and the media environment” (Ferrari, Puni & Redecker 2012:  81) order to exercise 

this media literacy, one needs to understand, examine and apply media as well create it. In 

detail, P21‟s framework describes this 21
st
 century skill as follows: 

Analyze Media  

• Understand both how and why media messages are constructed, and for what 

purposes  

• Examine how individuals interpret messages differently, how values and points 

of view are included or excluded, and how media can influence beliefs and 

behaviors  

• Apply a fundamental understanding of the ethical/legal issues surrounding the 

access and use of media  

 

Create Media Products  

• Understand and utilize the most appropriate media creation tools, characteristics 

and conventions  

• Understand and effectively utilize the most appropriate expressions and 

interpretations in diverse, multi-cultural environments  

(Partnership for 21
st
 Century Skills 2009: 5) 

The ethical and legal component of this skill is one the young adults tend to ignore. It is 

uncomfortable to think about these issues. Therefore it is crucial that the teacher talk about the 

advantages as well as the disadvantages of modern media. Knowing how to appropriately use 
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these tools, to reflect on ones understanding of it and subsequently not falling prey to the 

pitfalls of social media sites, etc. is the ultimate goal of acquiring media literacy skills. Tess 

(2013: A66) for example, mentions the possible educational usefulness of Twitter, Facebook, 

blogs and other social media sites in the classroom. She argues that the necessary 

infrastructure to do so would already exist, but that instructors are still too cautious to work 

with them. Thus the OECD (Dumont & Istance 2010: 25) suggests taking inspiration from the 

way the digital natives “learn, play and socialise outside the classroom”. There is no mention 

of the important skill of reflecting critically on what one consumes via the media. Wimmer 

(2011: 91) on the other hand, emphasizes exactly that and argues that “students need to 

comprehend how corporate for-profit media do their business and reflect certain political and 

economic interests”.  

This skill cluster combines communication, information and media literacy and as has been 

demonstrated, in the 21
st
 century they go hand in hand. Cyber bullying is only one key term 

which illustrates the necessity to foster these competencies in the educational context. The 

students should be aware of the engine behind this new industry of unlimited sensory 

overload in its different guises. Ananiadou & Claro (2009: 10) sum it up perfectly, when they 

claim that “[y]oung people need to have the ability to communicate exchange, criticise, and 

present information and ideas, including the use of ICT applications to participate in and 

make positive contributions to the digital culture”.  

3.1.3. Collaboration, Teamwork, and Leadership 

“Coming together is a beginning. Keeping together is progress. Working together is success” 

- Henry Ford
14

 

This group of skills is one that every EFL teacher should already be familiar with. Working in 

teams and collaborating with each other has become an important and also popular tool in the 

modern EFL classroom. Dumont & Istance (2010: 24) call this set of skills “integral to work 

and social life in the knowledge society”. The Partnership for 21st Century Skills speaks of 

three things a collaborative individual should possess: 

Collaborate with Others  

• Demonstrate ability to work effectively and respectfully with diverse teams  

                                                 
14

 Quote taken from: http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/h/henryford121997.html (Accessed May 2014) 

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/h/henryford121997.html
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• Exercise flexibility and willingness to be helpful in making necessary  

compromises to accomplish a common goal  

• Assume shared responsibility for collaborative work, and value the individual  

contributions made by each team member  

(Partnership for 21
st
 Century Skills 2009: 4) 

To respect others and their contributions as well as being willing to share one‟s own ideas are 

skills the learners will need their whole life and in all parts of their lives. Additionally, Hsiao 

& Brusilovsky (2012: 155) point out that research on the benefits of “social learning” has 

shown that the students‟ learning outcome increases on different levels. They state that the 

overall motivation of the learners, their thinking skills and subsequently also their test scores 

benefit from collaborative learning opportunities. Hinton & Fisher (2010: 144) support this 

argument and add that evidence in the field of neuroscience suggests that the human brain is 

designed for interaction. Therefore, it is not surprising that we benefit from it as well. 

Feedback, for example, is one of the supporting tools used to push learners to improve. 

Especially in the EFL classroom, constructive criticism or a positive reaction from teachers or 

students can create opportunities to progress. Scharle & Szabó (2000: 8) go a step farther and 

claim that learners who receive feedback from their peers are more likely to work harder 

because they want to please them rather than their teachers.  

In addition to group work in the classroom, the internet makes it possible to extend the 

boundary for collaborative work to the entire world. Crocket, Jukes & Churches (2011: 69) 

call this development “the death of distance”. Therefore, they include into their definition of 

collaborative skills the cooperative work between both “real and virtual partners in both 

physical and virtual environments to solve real and simulated problems”. The OECD 

(Dumont & Istance 2010: 320) agrees, and points at “ICT and digital resources” which enable 

collaboration regardless of time and distance. Teachers should not underestimate the possible 

influence on the students‟ motivation and project relevance these tools can bring to the table. 

There are several online learning webpages which have been created for explicitly this reason; 

to bring together people, especially the young generation, from all over the world and provide 

opportunities to actively shape today‟s world by participating (see 6.7.) 

In addition to collaborative skills, features which enable the student to guide and lead others, 

including the ability to “act responsibly with the interests of the larger community in mind” 

(Partnership for 21st Century Skills 2009: 7) are also part of P21‟s framework. Becoming a 

responsible leader is not every student‟s preferred path. However, gaining some experience in 
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being responsible, for example for a group work result, might also help these students to leave 

their comfort zone and gain new perspectives. The classroom provides a safe place to 

experiment with talents and new experiences. In the end, it is important that the learner‟s tool 

kit, which helps them to work effectively as part of a group as well as a self-reliant individual, 

grows with the activities provided by the teachers. In this respect, P21 defines the ability to 

responsibly lead others as follows: 

Guide and Lead Others  

• Use interpersonal and problem-solving skills to influence and guide others 

toward a goal  

• Leverage strengths of others to accomplish a common goal  

• Inspire others to reach their very best via example and selflessness  

• Demonstrate integrity and ethical behavior in using influence and power  

 

Be Responsible to Others  

• Act responsibly with the interests of the larger community in mind 

(Partnership for 21
st
 Century Skills 2009: 7) 

Being aware of one‟s responsibility to others is an important lesson to learn at a young age. In 

combination with actually taking action and guiding others to achieve a goal or overcome a 

challenge, this awareness can also be an empowering experience for the students. As group 

leaders, presenters or debate leaders, they can practice this ability in class. Additionally, 

ethics should be discussed in this context. As McCuddy (2007: 343) argues, ethical failures 

usually get attributed to “a failure of leadership, to the creation and maintenance of an 

unethical culture, or quite often both”. Therefore, P21‟s recommendation to tackle this 

content in combination with leadership skills is comprehensible. In general, like the 

expectations of teamwork-practiced employees, companies nowadays also expect their new 

entrants to become “productive contributors” to the firm and be able to make responsible 

decisions (McCuddy 2007: 16). In addition, it has to be mentioned at this point that 

autonomous work and self-study should not become downgraded due to the increasing 

demand for cooperators and team players (Mc Cuddy 2007: 321). However, the modern 

teacher has to find a balance between various teaching and learning approaches which provide 

sufficient opportunities to learn for the students of the 21
st
 century. 
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3.1.4. Creativity and Innovation 

“Imagination is more important than knowledge. For knowledge is limited to all we now 

know and understand, while imagination embraces the entire world, and all here ever will be 

to know and understand” 

- Albert Einstein
15

 

In the traditional foreign language classroom, creativity has not been of major concern for the 

teachers beyond its obvious use for the production of language output, such as texts. In its 

broader sense, this skill was usually limited to art and music classes. However, the demand 

for creative minds in an increasingly knowledge-based society has directed the focus to the 

implementation of creativity in all subjects. Wagner, who currently works at Harvard’s 

Innovation Lab
16

, emphasizes the importance of creativity and innovation at schools. He is 

certain that these skills can be “nurtured, taught, and mentored” and calls creativity and 

innovation “the currency of the 21st century” (2012: 16). Crocket, Jukes & Churches (2011: 

44) go even further.  In their opinion, fostering creativity is “an absolute imperative” to 

guarantee prospective competitiveness with leading countries (2011: 43). The reason for that, 

he states, is that “non-routine cognitive work that can’t be outsourced, replaced by software, 

or automated will be in high demand” (2011: 44). Both creativity and innovation are not only 

an opportunity, but have become a necessity in education. In order to be able to deal with the 

diverse and complex 21st century world, one has to be more focused, flexible and innovative 

than was necessary before (Charalambous 2010: 2). P21 characterizes the elements of this 

skill as follows: 

Think Creatively  

• Use a wide range of idea creation techniques (such as brainstorming)  

• Create new and worthwhile ideas (both incremental and radical concepts)  

• Elaborate, refine, analyze and evaluate their own ideas in order to improve and  

maximize creative efforts  

 

Work Creatively with Others  

• Develop, implement and communicate new ideas to others effectively  

• Be open and responsive to new and diverse perspectives; incorporate group  

input and feedback into the work  

                                                 
15

 Quote taken from: http://www.goodreads.com/quotes/556030-imagination-is-more-important-than-

knowledge-for-knowledge-is-limited (Accessed May 2014) 
16

 for further information please visit http://i-lab.harvard.edu  

http://www.goodreads.com/quotes/556030-imagination-is-more-important-than-knowledge-for-knowledge-is-limited
http://www.goodreads.com/quotes/556030-imagination-is-more-important-than-knowledge-for-knowledge-is-limited
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• Demonstrate originality and inventiveness in work and understand the real  

world limits to adopting new ideas  

• View failure as an opportunity to learn; understand that creativity and  

innovation is a long-term, cyclical process of small successes and frequent 

mistakes  

(Partnership for 21
st
 Century Skills 2009: 3) 

According to P21’s definition of creativity and innovation skills, students have to practice 

their ability to use various idea creation techniques, should be able to work creatively with 

others and then implement these innovations. This also includes the capability to “be open 

and responsive to new and diverse perspective”, to deal with constructive feedback and the 

attitude to “view failure as an opportunity to learn” (Partnership for 21
st
 Century Skills 2009: 

3). In return, the literature suggests a variety of benefits which come from creativity and 

innovation supporting activities. For example, Hoidn & Kärkkäinen (2014: 7) name the 

following skills which overlap with the aforementioned set of skills and subsequently profit 

from them:  

• Technical skills including disciplinary know-what and know-how. 

Innovative or creative people often require specialist skills in their field – 

both in terms of knowledge and methods.  

• Thinking and creativity skills such as curiosity, critical thinking, problem 

solving and making connections.  

• Social and behavioural skills such as interest, engagement, self-directed 

learning, self-confidence, organisation, communication, (cross-cultural) 

collaboration, teamwork and leadership. 

As one can see from this list of advantages, creativity is not limited to drawing classes only. 

Also, this enumeration implies the existing entanglement with other 21
st
 Century Skills. Thus, 

social and behavioral competencies together with expert knowledge not only overlap, but also 

support the creative process. 

Two crucial tools needed to succeed in creative and innovative processes are intelligence and 

imagination. Palmstorfer conducted a study on the presence of creativity supporting activities 

in Austrian primary schools. She found evidence that creativity is connected with intelligence 

(2007: 86).  According to her findings, the first element seems to support the latter and vice 

versa. Piirto (2011: 11) shares the same view and adds that in order to be creative, one needs 

personality attributes, cognitive ability, talent, environmental factors, motivation and 

knowledge of the field. Within the English classroom, teachers impact upon the 
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environmental factors, motivation and obviously also have an influence on the knowledge of 

the field. Talent, cognitive ability and personality attributes like extroversion and introversion 

come from the students themselves, but can still be positively affected by the teacher‟s 

choices concerning their possible impact. In terms of imagination, this might be more 

complicated. However, Trilling & Fadel (2009: 57) believe that imagination is something 

everybody is born with. They argue that we need to distance ourselves from traditional 

teaching methods which require the students to memorize facts, but rather develop new 

techniques which create a learning environment where “questioning, patience, openness to 

fresh ideas, high levels of trust, learning from mistakes and failures” is appreciated (57/58). 

Therefore, teachers who react with humor and flexibility on their divergent students‟ 

“creative” language attempts, consequently support the learning process (Palmstorfer 2007: 

52).  

Creativity and innovation in the EFL classroom has already begun when the learners start 

experimenting with the target language. Homework should be part of this process. Here, the 

students can try a variety of linguistic combinations and learn from their mistakes. The OECD 

(2014: 47) claims that the best way to support the students‟ learning progress is by working 

with problem-based learning projects. In this context, these projects are supposed to “develop 

different discipline-specific and transferable skills for innovation” because the learners can 

apply their knowledge to meaningful “unfamiliar real-world situations”. Again, other skills 

like critical thinking, problem solving and team-work are connected with this teaching 

approach as well.  

Coming back to the general limitation of creativity and innovation skills to art and music 

classes, it has to be mentioned that recent neuroscience research has shown that art and music 

actually have a positive effect on the development of this skill set. In 2011, Obama‟s 

Presidential committee
17

 published a report on how art and music influences student learning 

outcomes. In particular, it is argued that they have an impact on the development of general 

intelligence, creativity and innovation skills. In this record the members of the committee 

recommend that schools across the nation should increase their offer of art, music and 

movement programs in order to raise “the energy of creative thinking and fresh ideas“(2011: 

54). The OECD has a more traditional approach when it comes to fostering students‟ 
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http://www.pcah.gov/sites/default/files/photos/PCAH_Reinvesting_4web.pdf 

http://www.pcah.gov/sites/default/files/photos/PCAH_Reinvesting_4web.pdf


 

 
27 

 

innovation skills. They state that a learning environment which exploits science, knowledge 

and research, uses advanced technology, reorganizes the curricula into a modular system and 

provides networking and knowledge sharing opportunities, prepares its students appropriately 

for the innovative challenges of life (OECD 2013: 13). As one can see, however this set of 

skills is defined and even if different implementations into the educational context are 

suggested, their importance is not disputed. 

3.2. Digital Literacy Skills  

The World Wide Web has become part of the everyday life and has become a crucial 

component of the 21
st
 century education debate. Trilling & Fadel (2009: 64) write that “with 

today‟s and tomorrow‟s digital tools, our net generation students will have unprecedented 

power to amplify their ability to think, learn, communicate, collaborate, and create”. Like the 

Partnership for 21
st
 Century Skills, both authors argue that although today‟s digital natives use 

and adapt to new technology naturally, they still need some guidance when it comes to using 

these innovations appropriately. Therefore, the necessity to teach digital literacy skills should 

not be underestimated. Their relevance is still increasing and these skills are also supposed to 

prepare the students for future digital developments one cannot yet predict.  

3.2.1. Computing and Innovation 

“Do not confine your children to your own learning for they were born in another time”   

- Hebrew Proverb
18

 

Computers help to innovate and innovation is what creates more and evolved technical 

devices. It is undeniable that the world has changed significantly since the introduction of 

computers. Bill Gates (Bellanca & Stirling 2011: 32) puts it succinctly when he stated: “I 

think it‟s fair to say that personal computers have become the most empowering tool we‟ve 

ever created. They‟re tools of communication, they‟re tools of creativity, and they can be 

shaped by their user”. Obviously, ICT literacy, which describes the ability to use computers 

and similar technologies appropriately, has become a crucial skill to acquire at school.  
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 Quote taken from: http://www.iliketoquote.com/do-not-confine-your-children-to-your-own-learning-for-they-

were-born-in-another-time/ (Accessed May 2014) 
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P21 distinguishes between three main abilities a 21
st
 century learner should be able to conduct 

with a computer: 

Apply Technology Effectively  

• Use technology as a tool to research, organize, evaluate and communicate 

information  

• Use digital technologies (computers, PDAs, media players, GPS, etc.), 

communication/networking tools and social networks appropriately to access, 

manage, integrate, evaluate and create information to successfully function in a 

knowledge economy 

• Apply a fundamental understanding of the ethical/legal issues surrounding the 

access and use of information technologies 

(Partnership for 21
st
 Century Skills 2009: 5/6) 

As this list shows, the appropriate use of continuously evolving technologies in education is a 

complex matter. The ability to use computers and other innovative technologies effectively is 

one that overlaps significantly with almost all C-clusters of P21‟s 21
st
 Century Skills 

framework. Computers are highly helpful to solve problems, communicate and collaborate 

with others, and create. They are already part of our everyday lives and “digital competence” 

has become an important tool in this knowledge-based society (Ferrari, Puni & Redecker 

2012: 81).  In this regard, Ananiadou & Claro‟s research findings (2009: 10) suggest that ICT 

applications strengthen and increase the possibilities of communication and reinforce the 

development of skills of coordination and collaboration between peers. According to Groff‟s 

review on existing research concerning the benefits of ICT literacy, the effective use of 

technology has a positive impact on: 

- the learners‟ Engagement & Motivation  

- level of student-driven learning & inquiry 

- accessibility of interactivity & collaboration  

- personalisation & flexibility  

- innovating 

- digital learning  

(Groff 2013: 18/19) 

At first sight, it might seem as if this skill has already been considered adequately in the 

educational context. Although laptop classrooms are not a curiosity anymore, especially in 

BHS schools, their real potential has not been exhausted. While secondary vocational schools 

do provide separate computer science training and ICT training, interdisciplinary assignments 

are lacking to a great extent. One of the reasons for this shortfall might be that the “digital 
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immigrant” educators themselves are not as familiar with the fast changing and growing 

technological toolkit as their “digital native” students are (Charalambous 2010: 2; Bellanca & 

Stirling 2011: 34). Charalambous (2010: 1-2) argues that the result of the knowledge gap 

between these generations is often boring lessons which do not integrate the technology 

according to the students‟ way of learning. He thinks that the solution for this problem would 

be “better curricula, better teaching, better assessments”. In the Austrian context, Müller 

investigated the applicability of Content and Language oriented Learning (CLIL) in computer 

science classes and the results of her research indicate that “most students have a very 

positive image of CLIL in computer science” (2007: 94). The feedback she received from 

students as well as from observing teachers was that the combination of EFL and ICT literacy 

works well and would be of beneficial character for the pupils. However, she also points out 

that the main reason why it has not been realized in Austrian classrooms appears to be “a lack 

of support for those who implement and maintain CLIL” and that it would take “financial, 

organizational and legal assistance as well as research, especially in the field of didactics” to 

change the current situation. In addition, the shortcoming between governmental funds in 

supportive teacher training and the required technology use of the 21
st
 century must be 

balanced (Johannessen & Pedrò 2010: 144). Otherwise, the existing tension between ICT and 

education cannot be resolved. In other words, the picture in all of the countries explored, 

including Austria, is quite the same. There are motivated teachers and students. However, 

without explicit training, courses or up to date material provided by the government, it will be 

hard to make use of the full potential of computers in the EFL classroom.  

Besides an appropriate integration of computers, innovative computer assisted ways of 

studying have evolved. E-learning has become a key term in this matter. Different 

experiments and attempts to create relevant learning tools for 21
st
 century learners have been 

conducted so far. Virtual schools, practice webpages, online cross-cultural projects, etc. are 

available on the World Wide Web. However, one tool that is increasingly used in the Austrian 

school context is the learning platform. Groff (2013: 10) points out that these online platforms 

offer the students a lot of freedom. It allows the learners to “learn at any time, any place, any 

path, and any pace”. This kind of flexibility also fosters self-reliance and autonomy in the 

pupils. Obviously, it will take some time to explore and evaluate all of the possibilities one 

can provide to students by using online platforms or other innovative computer-assisted 

learning tools. Until then, some learning aids might appear and then disappear again. 
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However, it is crucial that instructor‟s intent on keeping up to date with all these study 

gadgets, experiment with them and keep those which fit the needs of the individual classroom. 

3.3. Career and Life Skills 

The last cluster of 21
st
 Century Skills is concerned with career and life skills. In detail, it deals 

with the flexibility to adapt to changes, the personal initiative and self-motivation needed 

when it comes to learning or preparing something and also includes social competencies such 

as cross-cultural understanding within a diverse group (Trilling & Fadel 2009: 74). As the 

heading already implies, these skills are useful for a successful career as a student or 

participant in the job market as well as being helpful in one‟s personal life. Although we are 

living in a world marked by globalization, cross-cultural understanding should not be taken 

for granted as a teacher or employer. However, this skill in combination with Career & 

Learning Self-reliance competence can improve the overall productivity of a classroom as 

well as between coworkers.  

3.3.1. Career and Learning Self-reliance 

“I hear and I forget, I see and I remember, I do and I understand” 

- Confucius
19

 

It is fair to argue that students who choose to attend a secondary vocational school over a 

grammar school find it an advantage to receive a professional education in addition to a 

general knowledge foundation. They are well-aware of the fact that after their graduation, 

they are likely to become employees right away and research has shown that the majority of 

graduates do so (Statistik Austria: 52) (see 4.2.). This mindset might subsequently also help 

the learners to be successful at school and to develop career and self-reliance skills. Trilling & 

Fadel‟s definition of the competence of self-reliance includes: 

Manage Goals and Time  

• Set goals with tangible and intangible success criteria  

• Balance tactical (short-term) and strategic (long-term) goals  

• Utilize time and manage workload efficiently  

 

Work Independently  

• Monitor, define, prioritize and complete tasks without direct oversight 
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 Quote taken from: http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/c/confucius136802.html (Accessed May 2014) 
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Be Self-directed Learners  

• Go beyond basic mastery of skills and/or curriculum to explore and expand 

one‟s own learning and opportunities to gain expertise  

• Demonstrate initiative to advance skill levels towards a professional level  

• Demonstrate commitment to learning as a lifelong process  

• Reflect critically on past experiences in order to inform future progress 

(Partnership for 21
st
 Century Skills 2009: 6) 

Of course, students of a secondary vocational school might bring some of these qualities 

already with them, but it should be a teacher‟s goal to support the further advancement of 

career and self-reliance skills due to their positive effect on the private as well as the future 

professional life of the students. The consideration of career and learner self-reliance in the 

EFL classroom has several reasons. It represents the driving force of lifelong learning, has a 

positive effect on the work ethic of students and also plays a crucial role in the ability to 

overcome whatever challenges present themselves. This competence should therefore not be 

underestimated. Learning how to speak for oneself and how to achieve a goal and not give up 

throughout the process, which might be marked by detbacks and mistakes along the way, 

helps to become a more self-confident person. In addition, this skill also represents a 

necessary tool which enables the realization of innovative ideas and subsequent success.  

The importance of self-reliance in the 21
st
 century EFL classroom becomes clear once all of 

its components are defined;  

Adapt to Change  

• Adapt to varied roles, jobs responsibilities, schedules and contexts  

• Work effectively in a climate of ambiguity and changing priorities  

 

Be Flexible  

• Incorporate feedback effectively  

• Deal positively with praise, setbacks and criticism  

• Understand, negotiate and balance diverse views and beliefs to reach workable  

solutions, particularly in multi-cultural environments  

(Partnership for 21
st
 Century Skills 2009: 6) 

First, to become a flexible and adaptable individual includes the ability to “work effectively in 

a climate of ambiguity and changing priorities” as well as being able to incorporate positive 

and negative feedback effectively and to “understand, negotiate and balance diverse views 

and beliefs to reach workable solutions” (Partnership for 21st Century Skills 2009: 6). In the 

EFL classroom, feedback depicts an important element of the interaction between the teacher 
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and the student as well as between the peers themselves. Typically, these skills are needed in 

pair or group work in which the learners have to find compromises in order to be able to be 

productive as a group. Second, knowing how to deal with goals and how to manage time 

respectively, “monitor, define, prioritize and complete tasks without direct oversight” and 

becoming a self-directed learner who demonstrates initiative to advance and reflect critically, 

illustrates crucial aspects of self-reliance (Partnership for 21st Century Skills 2009: 6). 

Obviously, the students might not always be driven by such intrinsic motivation, but these 

related qualities have to be considered because they are “the source of which is some inner 

drive or interest of the learner” (Scharle & Szabó 2000: 7). Third, closely related to the latter 

set of skills are the ones that support the productivity and accountability of self-reliant 

learners. These abilities are defined by P21 as follows: 

Manage Projects  

• Set and meet goals, even in the face of obstacles and competing pressures  

• Prioritize, plan and manage work to achieve the intended result  

 

Produce Results  

• Demonstrate additional attributes associated with producing high quality 

products including the abilities to: 

-Work positively and ethically  

-Manage time and projects effectively  

-Multi-task  

-Participate actively, as well as be reliable and punctual  

-Present oneself professionally and with proper etiquette  

-Collaborate and cooperate effectively with teams  

-Respect and appreciate team diversity  

-Be accountable for results  

        (Partnership for 21
st
 Century Skills 2009: 7) 

It is suggested that students should learn how to “prioritize, plan and manage work”, be able 

to multitask, “work positively and ethically” and how to “be accountable for results”. These 

qualities fit in seamlessly with the last elements of the career and learner self-reliance.  

In addition to P21„s definition of a self-reliant 21
st
 century learner, the OECD also has a clear 

opinion on what qualities a self-regulated learner should bring to the table (Dumont & Istance 

2010: 320). They should “manage study time well, set higher specific and proximal goals, 

monitor more frequently and accurately, set a higher standard for satisfaction, are more self-

efficacious, and persist despite obstacles”. They find self-regulation to be an integral part of 
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the process of knowledge acquisition. Also, Scharle & Szabó (2000: 3) explain that one 

should not think of responsible learners as role models or “teacher‟s pets”, but rather as 

“learners who accept the idea that their own efforts are crucial to progress in learning, and 

behave accordingly”.  They conclude that self-reliant and career-driven learners “are simply 

making an effort in order to learn something”, “are willing to cooperate with the teacher and 

others in the learning group for everyone`s benefit”, “consciously monitor their own progress, 

and make an effort to use available opportunities to their benefit, including classroom 

activities and homework”. In order to provide a learning environment in which students can 

be supported according to their needs, the OECD (Dumont & Istance 2010: 319) proposes 

that the learners should be recognized as the core participants and teachers should encourage 

their active engagement and teach them how to understand their own activity as learners. One 

can argue that the description of a self-reliant learner defined by the OECD and Scharle & 

Szabó do not differ significantly from P21‟s vision. Quite the contrary, they all agree on the 

same core aspects that a self-reliant student demonstrates.  

Finally, one favorable factor concerning the career and learning self-reliance in the English 

classroom has to be mentioned in order to complete the description of this skill. Fortunately, 

the development in technology holds a useful support tool for the instructors. A lot of 

interactive activities allow the teachers to provide autonomous learning activities. On this 

note, it also has to be mentioned that English learners of the 21
st
 century have, due to this 

development, more contact with authentic English material than any other generation before 

them. Nowadays it is possible to watch movies or TV series online in original versions, read 

English blog entries, follow English speaking celebrities online or play online video games 

with people from all over the world. This advancement in technology certainly has an effect 

on English learning autonomy. The students look up words they come across on one of the 

webpages they like or even start tweeting or posting English phrases in social network sites. 

The result of such out-of-school English activities can be measured on different levels. The 

students‟ intrinsic motivation to learn the language might rise as well as their actual level of 

proficiency due to their increased contact with the target language. In any case, supporting the 

development of learner autonomy is a gradual development the teacher can only influence by 

providing appropriate learning opportunities. 
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3.3.2. Cross-Cultural Understanding 

“Be the change you wish to see in the world”  

- Mahatma Gandhi
20

 

The promotion of cross-cultural understanding in the EFL classroom is critical for two 

reasons.  First, it is supposed to teach social skills the students need in their private life to 

profit from their multicultural surroundings as much as possible. Second, we have to prepare 

this generation for the challenges a diverse work place can bring with it. In this respect, 

Trilling & Fadel (2009: 80-81) argue that “diverse work teams, scattered around the globe and 

connected by technology, are becoming the norm for 21
st
 century work” and that “diverse 

schools and communities are also becoming more common worldwide”. They therefore 

conclude that “skills to become socially adept, cross-culturally fluent global learners and 

citizens are more important than ever”. P21‟s definition of this skill is similar to theirs: 

Interact Effectively with Others  

• Know when it is appropriate to listen and when to speak  

• Conduct themselves in a respectable, professional manner  

 

Work Effectively in Diverse Teams  

• Respect cultural differences and work effectively with people from a range of 

social and cultural backgrounds  

• Respond open-mindedly to different ideas and values  

• Leverage social and cultural differences to create new ideas and increase both  

innovation and quality of work  

(Partnership for 21
st
 Century Skills 2009: 6-7) 

Acquiring a cross-cultural understanding enables the citizens of the 21
st
 century to see the 

advantages of diversity and encourages them to become open-minded individuals, who are 

not scared to look at differences and similarities between cultures. Also, they come to 

understand the benefits of new perspectives on life and how they can help them to grow as a 

person. As the Indian economist and Nobel laureate Amartya Sen puts it, we are mistaken if 

we think that “distinct civilizations have grown separately, like trees on different plots of 

land, with very little overlap and interaction” (2008: 6). He calls this view “a gripping tale” 

provoking “hate at first sight”. Nowadays we cannot afford to think like this. In a globalized 

world in which multiculturalism reaches our homes virtually as well as in our physical 
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proximity, the young generation has to learn how to deal with different world-views and how 

to evaluate and process information before they can use it for their own individual 

advancement. The Austrian Department for Education (bmukk) has reacted to this situation 

and published a practical guide including task examples and encouragements for teachers to 

address this topic in their classrooms. According to this publication, the instructors should use 

materials and activities which teach pupils that: 

- people are diverse, but of equal value 

- cultural background has an impact on the identity of a person, but does not 

solely define her/him and can change and develop throughout a lifetime 

- it is possible to live with diversity 

- we can learn from one another, respect each other and live in peace with each 

other although we might not share the same ideologies  

(Zentrum Polis 2008: 5) 

Only through learning to respect the “otherness”, evaluate it critically and then add newly 

gained perspectives to our own personal cultural backpack, can refinement of the Austrian 

human resources be possible. 

In a work environment (and this refers to the school “work” as much as to a diverse 

occupational setting) people with a cross-cultural understanding profit from efficient 

teamwork. Especially in Austria, a country that has always been rich in diversity because of 

its history and the fusion of the European Union, the cross-cultural understanding in the EFL 

classroom has to be taught accordingly. Ananiadou & Claro (2009: 10) argue that the rise in 

use of ICT brings additional “ethical challenges” and that is why the implementation of cross-

cultural themes into lesson plans is so important. The suggestions made by the bmukk 

referring to intercultural work are: 

- to see the children / employees as individuals and not representatives of their 

cultural background 

- to challenge their point of view and perception of certain concepts 

- to stay open minded and learn from the students / employees as necessary 

(Zentrum Polis 2008: 5) 

It is certain that Austrian 21
st
 century citizens come into contact with other cultures. 

Furthermore, it is very likely that they will have to work with people coming from a different 

cultural background than their own. Therefore, it is crucial that the attitude towards diversity 

in the classroom becomes an entirely positive one. At the already mentioned conference held 



 

 
36 

 

by the association of industrialists in 2012 (see: 2.1.)  Markus Tomaschitz
21

, head of Magna 

Education & Research, emphasized the importance of intercultural understanding in the 

Austrian 21
st
 century job market. He argued that only if there was a bridge between theory 

and practice, being the explicit teaching and promotion of cross-cultural understanding at 

school, would employees be able to work together as a diverse team, respect each other‟s 

opinions and ultimately find a compromise which will lead to increased productivity.  

Fortunately, the subject English presents itself as a great opportunity to teach this skill for 

several reasons. In her final thesis on generation globo-sapiens, Wimmer points out (2011: 

52) that “the taught language can serve as a neutral tool for communication”. One has to 

imagine that an average Austrian classroom does not consist of a homogenous group. 

Therefore, it might be very helpful that when the students talk about intercultural matters they 

do so in a language that they have all acquired at the same time. Obviously, their level of 

proficiency might differ, but the most important factor of an equilibrated dialogue is a safe 

setting, such as the classroom, and the connective fact that they are all speaking in a language 

which is not their native one which thus makes them all belong to one homogenous group of 

EFL learners. Wimmer (2011: 52) adds that “by using the foreign language for the discussion 

of local and global controversial issues both groups are given equal chances to give voice to 

their interests and needs” and that because of this starting point “power relations between 

migrants and natives can be reduced”. In addition, English is considered a world language and 

therefore, there is a lot of worldwide authentic material to be found which can be used in the 

EFL lessons. Providing such relevant material supports students in their language acquisition 

development, while simultaneously integrating the skill of cross-cultural understanding. The 

availability of new technologies, social media and Generation Y‟s natural usage of these tools 

only facilitates the integration of intercultural EFL learning material.  

Eventually, the only obvious downside to integrating cross-cultural topics into the EFL 

curriculum could be that it takes a certain level of language proficiency to articulate oneself. 

Passionate discussions or controversies cannot be resolved or talked about if the students are 

not able to argue properly or possess an appropriate amount of relevant vocabulary. In such a 

case, an intercultural dialogue might also develop in a destructive direction or simply fail. 

However, as the report on Austrian education published by the bmukk
 
(2009: 16) in 2009 

points out, “making „intercultural learning‟ part of everyday school life […] is conditional on 
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purposeful initiatives”. Therefore, it is not advisable to miss the chance of incorporating such 

an important skill into the 21
st
 century students‟ EFL lessons which would enrich the 

students‟ private and professional life tool kit alike.  

 

4. 21st Century Skills and their Relevance in the Austrian Context 

The previous chapters have mainly dealt with the general definitions of the 21
st
 Century Skills 

concept. Now it is time to connect the theory to the actual practice in Austrian HLW schools. 

The following section will provide crucial background information on the Austrian context in 

terms of employability of HLW graduates, the official support system and legal provisions by 

the Austrian government as well as the special situation of today‟s Generation Y. 

The questions addressed in this part of the paper are: 

 - What does the Austrian school environment provide in terms of 21
st
 Century    

Skills? 

- What skills are Austrian employers looking for in their employees and do these 

qualities correlate with the 21
st
 Century Skills central to this thesis? 

- What 21
st
 Century Skills are considered in the Common European Frame of 

Reference? 

- What does the current HLW curriculum decree in terms of 21
st
 Century Skills? 

- What is the current Generation Y graduates‟ perspective concerning their 

employability, career and general challenges of life? 

4.1. The Austrian School System 

Comparing the Austrian school system with the American one, which constitutes the 

foundation for P21‟s concept of 21
st
 Century Skills, the most important distinction to make is 

the ability to choose between a general secondary high school (AHS) and a secondary 

vocational school (BHS) in Austria. One could argue that due to the different school systems, 

the Austrian students have an advantage over their American colleagues. In general, the 

secondary education system of the United States does not include predetermined vocational 

training. Bring (2006: 120) states that the American school system is more complex than in 
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other countries due to the differences in curricula between states and even between schools. 

Nevertheless, most American high schools provide general education in basic fields of studies 

such as science, languages, mathematics, social sciences and physical education. Besides 

these mandatory classes, the students also have to add extra classes to their individual 

curriculum. These so-called electives can be chosen by the pupils according to their personal 

interests. Within this pool of extra classes, there are usually a variety of vocational courses 

offered to the students as well. Brings (2006: 121) explains that students who take 20 percent 

or more of such occupationally related coursework are categorized as vocational students. 

However, he adds that even these vocational students usually do not pick classes which would 

help them specialize in one specific area, but rather sample a range of different profession 

related courses.  

This is not the case in Austria. Here, students may not have the liberty to pick whatever 

course they are interested in, but at the age of 14-15 they can decide whether they want to 

attend a school with focus on general education or select from a variety of professional 

schools which then provide them with general as well as more specific vocational training. 

The range of vocational schools in Austria goes from technical, social, economic, medical, 

environmental, gastronomic to creative ones and all of their curricula are specifically 

designed to serve the purpose of each school type. Therefore, it would make sense that 

graduates from an Austrian BHS are better prepared for economic and professional challenges 

than American high school graduates. Simply due to their 5-year exposure to a specific field 

of studies, there should be evidence of a significant difference in their level of expertise 

compared to their American peers. Concerning higher education, like the 2-year or 4-year 

colleges in the United States, it is hard to say whether there would be a big difference between 

their commands of 21
st
 Century Skills or not. However, this should not be a major concern for 

the research at hand.  

Therefore, the most important thought one can take away from the P21 survey on American 

graduates‟ employability (see 2.1.) is that the longer the students were exposed to specific 

vocational training, the better their execution of the necessary skills. On a side note, it also 

has to be mentioned that even the four-year-college graduates were not yet able to master all 

of the skills tested. This result clearly indicates that there is still plenty of room for 

performance improvement in American higher education curricula. If we now applied these 
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results to the Austrian situation, we would need to assume that similar deficiencies could be 

remedied once it is clear what 21
st
 century BHS education should focus on further. 

Hence, one can conclude that Austrian BHS graduates benefit from the 5-year exposure to a 

curriculum created for a specific career focus. Even though their preparation could still be 

improved, they should already be better prepared for the job market than their grammar 

school fellows and the American high school graduates whom P21‟s concept was based on. 

Also, it is most likely that Austrian students are already being taught some 21
st
 century skills 

throughout their BHS studies. However, there does not yet exist reliable evidence about 

whether these skills are implemented consciously by the teachers or form a subconscious part 

of their natural teaching habits. So far, there has been little discussion about the concept of 

21
st
 Century Skills in general and therefore this field of study, especially in the Austrian 

context, is lacking some significant knowledge about the actual practice in the BHS 

classrooms. 

4.2. The employability of secondary vocational schools graduates 

The popularity of vocational schools has grown significantly during recent years (European 

Commission: 2007). This might be due to the fact that BHS graduates leave school not only 

with the same general degree of secondary education as regular high school graduates, but 

also with additional professional training. This type of formation is supposed to facilitate the 

entrance into employment for young adults as well as enabling them to apply for further 

educational programs at a university of their choice. However, the report “Bildung in Zahlen 

2009/20010” showed that 64,8% of higher vocational school graduates start working full-time 

after their graduation (Statistik Austria: 52) and neglect the opportunity to continue with 

tertiary education. Therefore, one can conclude that the provided vocational training, and 

subsequently the resulting elevated employability, constitutes a crucial factor for the majority 

of BHS students to attend one of the various BHS branches in Austria. 

As has been mentioned in chapter 2.1., the Partnership for 21
st
 Century Skills explored the 

employability of American graduates in 2006. In Austria, similar research was conducted in 

2001. The European Commission ordered a study on the employability of vocational school 

graduates and Mandl & Oberholzer (2001) collected data from Viennese employers. Their 

overall conclusion was that “vocational training seems to equip young people with a sufficient 

level of adequate skills” (2001: 21).  However, the report also suggested to reduce the amount 
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of theoretical lessons and to include more practical training, foreign language training and 

more IT-training to improve the overall service and personality training of the secondary 

vocational schools (2001: 45). One has to bear in mind that this report was published in 2001 

and could therefore already be outdated. However, it is interesting to see that a lot of the 

recommendations from this report have been implemented into the general curricula of 

Austrian BHS schools. Nowadays almost every HLW school has at least one training 

company, mostly three or even more foreign languages offered and the new standardized final 

examination has been transformed into a competence oriented exam. Therefore, one could 

argue that the curriculum has been adjusted according to the suggestions made in that report, 

but because the world as a whole has changed so much since 2001, a final conclusion cannot 

be made without updated evidence on the current situation regarding this matter. Undeniably, 

these changes have also had an impact on the Austrian labor market and subsequently on the 

employability of today‟s HLW graduates. Therefore, it is necessary to have a look at these 

developments first in order to be able to interpret what their implications for formation 

improvement could be in this decade. 

In 2012, the Austrian Employment Center (AMS) published a report on the new skills a 

successful employee needs to master in the 21
st
 century (AMS 2012). Their research focused 

on big companies throughout Austria because they believed that new developments would 

first appear in these companies before they spread top-down to small businesses. The 

following Table 1 provides an overview of all 21
st
 Century Skills considered in the AMS 

report and their counterpart defined by Trilling & Fadel  

AMS’s New Skills 21
st
 Century Skills 

New Media, Cloud Computing, Paperless Office (22) Media Literacy, IT-Literacy 

Flexibility regarding Work Schedule and Work Place (25) Flexibility, Adaptability 

Self-Organized, Self-Controlling (25) Initiative and Self-direction 

Diversity of Staff & Clients, Internationalizing (26) Cross-Cultural Understanding 

Project-based work, Teamwork (26) Collaboration & Teamwork 

New ways of Communication (26) Social Media, Skype... Communication, Media literacy 

Joined-up Thinking, Networking, Problem solving (28) Problem Solving, Critical Thinking 

Multilingualism (28)  Communication  

Life-long Learning (29)  Initiative and Self-direction 

 
Table 1:  Analysis of the 21st Century Skills considered in the AMS report  
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Apparently, the new skills described by the AMS are very similar to the ones P21 suggests. 

Being able to use new media and new technologies in order to communicate with a diversity 

of people in different languages is one of the major themes of the report. It is highlighted that 

cultural diversity is increasingly seen as an advantage to innovative work. The more and more 

project-based professions seek employees with different cultural and linguistic background in 

order to be able to communicate on an international level with business partners or to reach a 

heterogeneous clientele. Obviously, being able to communicate in English is one of the 

crucial skills a modern employee should be able to achieve. Accordingly, it is not only 

necessary to speak fluent English, but also to understand different native and non-native 

accents of English and to be willing to learn about cultural differences in order to not offend 

others by mistake. The report additionally mentions that other languages, such as Russian or 

Chinese become increasingly important on the job market and hence heighten its speaker‟s 

employability. Also, since project-based work is on the rise, employees must acquire skills 

like interdisciplinary creative thinking and problem solving. This type of work requires 

people to work together in teams, be self-directed and work within a flexible work schedule. 

All of these skills are already part of P21‟s concept.  

However, the paper published by the employment center also highlights the importance of 

other skills like willingness for life-long learning and the need to acquire self-preservation 

skills in these rapidly changing times (AMS 2012: 25, 29). Obviously, it is not enough 

anymore to rely on the knowledge acquired at school. Employees need to stay on track with 

new developments, laws and practices in their fields of work. This dedication requires a lot of 

effort from staff members and therefore, stress relief strategies and burn out prevention 

techniques have become increasingly important as well. 

In summary, the report shows that both concepts of what a 21
st
 century employee should 

master in order to be highly employable have quite some overlap. This result emphasizes the 

relevance of the American 21
st
 Century Skills concept from the Partnership for 21

st
 Century 

Skills for the Austrian context and thus supports the claim of this thesis that the defined skills 

should be utilized to improve the HLW-curricula. Also, it is interesting and noteworthy to 

mention that the AMS report from 2012 recommends the increase of practical training at 

school as did the report from the European Commission more than 10 years ago (Mandl & 

Oberholzner 2001: 63/63). It seems that during the last decade this view has not changed. 

Therefore, replacing content-oriented education by practical training, project-based learning 
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and problem-based learning can still be considered the consequential step towards a 

modernized education system in Austria.  

4.3. The Common European Framework of Reference 

The Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) is a toolkit and valuable guideline 

for language teachers compiled by the Council of Europe (2001). It offers a wide range of 

meaningful content for the learning, assessment and teaching of languages in European Union 

countries as well as definitions for the general objectives within this context. However, with 

regard to the concept of 21
st
 Century Skills, it does not provide any specific recommendations 

or information. Although the entirety of chapter 5 is dedicated to ”the user/learner‟s 

competences” (2001: 101), the information given mainly focuses on the communicative 

aspect of competencies in general and suggests activities to support the language learning 

progress. Only some of the competencies mentioned can be linked to the 21
st
 Century Skills 

described by the Partnership for 21
st
 Century Skills. Table 2 presents these common aspects. 

CEFR 21
st
 Century Skills 

Intercultural Skills and Know-how (104) Cross-cultural understanding 

Language and Communication Awareness (107) Communications 

Study Skills (197) including: 

- to co-operate effectively in pair and group work;  

- ability to organize and use materials for self-directed 

learning;  

Collaboration 

Teamwork 

Learning Self-reliance 

Discourse Competence (124) including: 

- flexibility in circumstances 

Problem Solving 

 
Table 2: Analysis of the 21st Century Skills considered in the CEFR 

As one can conclude from this visual comparison, not all of the 21
st
 Century Skills are 

represented in the CEFR. Skills such as creativity, critical thinking and media literacy are not 

even mentioned throughout the text. This might be due to the relatively new character of the 

theory or a simple disagreement with the 21
st
 century movement. Another reason could be 

that the general goal of the framework‟s creators was to provide support to teachers and 

learners by presenting different options for teaching methodology without promoting one 

particular approach (142). Leaning towards such an innovative concept as “21
st
 century 

education” might have been too early at the time or simply too farfetched given the 

complicated situation that educational systems in the European Union are facing at the 

moment. It also has to be noted though that the CEFR invites educators to propose new 

objectives for a modern school system because “this might lead to a wider understanding of 
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the complex diversity of the world of language education, or to lively debate, which is always 

preferable to simple acceptance of a current orthodoxy merely because it is an orthodoxy” 

(141/142). Therefore, one could argue that the door is not yet closed for new ideas in the 

Council of Europe‟s way of tackling educational challenges. Also, the suggested objectives 

and instructions given allow different interpretations and could also be stretched to implement 

step by step parts of the 21
st
 Century Skills theory by the Partnership for 21

st
 Century Skills.  

4.4. The official HLW curricula 

In order to make a reliable assumption of the relevance of the 21
st
 Century Skills for the 

Austrian school system, in particular for the HLW school type, one also has to take into 

account the parameters set by the Austrian Ministry of Education (bmukk) in the year 2000. 

Based on the analysis of the official curriculum of this specific vocational school, one can say 

that the overall educational objectives are very close connected with P21‟s 21
st
 Century Skills 

theory.  

Official HLW Curricula 21
st
 Century Skills 

Creativity Creativity and Innovation 

Communication Communication  

to be open minded and tolerant  in the communication with 

other cultures 

Cross-cultural Understanding 

Willingness for further self-initiated training Initiative and Self-direction (Career and Learning Self-

reliance Skills) 

Critical Feedback for Others and to Accept and Appreciate 

Critique 

Critical Thinking (Critical Thinking & Problem Solving 

Skills)  

to work Problem-Solving and Activity-Oriented  Problem solving (Critical Thinking & Problem Solving 

Skills) 

to act and decide responsibly Leadership, Responsibility (Career and Learning Self-

reliance Skills) 

to work in Teams (especially in the school‟s training 

company) 

Collaboration & Teamwork  

 
Table 3: Analysis of the 21st Century Skills considered in the Official HLW Curricula 

The table 3 illustrates the objectives stated by the Austrian government and their 21
st
 Century 

Skills counterparts. It shows that the majority of the original 21
st
 Century Skills are already 

considered in the official curricula of the Vocational School for Economic Professions. In 

addition, the description of the educational aims demand to support the students‟ development 

towards professionally flexible, socially committed and curious individuals: 

Die wesentlichen Ziele der Ausbildung sind Persönlichkeitsbildung, Fähigkeit der 

beruflichen Mobilität und Flexibilität, Kreativität, Kritikfähigkeit und soziales 
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Engagement, Kommunikationsfähigkeit in der Muttersprache und in den 

Fremdsprachen sowie die Bereitschft zu ständiger Weiterbildung.  

(bmukk 2003) 

 

To achieve these goals, teachers are supposed to provide opportunities to work on practical 

interdisciplinary projects that allow the students to develop joined-up thinking. If the theory is 

actually put into practice, will be revealed by the field study in the second part of this paper 

(see 5.6.2.7.). Also, one must notice that the curricula of the Austrian HLWs applies to the 

instruction of general knowledge as well as to professional training and depicts the underlying 

red thread throughout all subjects in the curricula. However, all of the skills demanded in the 

HLW curricula should be realizable in the English lessons as well and represent therefore a 

valuable contribution to the discussion of 21
st
 Century Skills. 

Furthermore, one of the peculiarities of vocational schools is that most of them offer at least 

one training company within the school where the students can work hands-on in a relatively 

authentic work environment. There they can also practice working in teams, use theory they 

have learned beforehand in an appropriate setting and learn more about themselves in terms of 

their position preferences within a company. Obviously, the idea behind the introduction of 

such practice firms correlates with the concepts of 21
st
 Century Skills. Here, the students can 

be creative, solve every day work problems, work together in teams and train to become 

successful employees. Wagner (http://tonywagner.com/resources/educating-the-next-steve-

jobs) argues that “learning in most conventional education settings is a passive experience: 

The students listen. But at the most innovative schools, classes are "hands-on," and students 

are creators, not mere consumers. They acquire skills and knowledge while solving a 

problem, creating a product or generating a new understanding”. This is exactly what the 

virtual companies provided for the young adult learners accomplish. Some schools take the 

project even a step further. Some training companies throughout Austria are connected with 

other school firms and buy or sell products from or to other fictional training companies. In 

this way, the learner‟s experience becomes even more authentic and relevant. Therefore, this 

is an excellent example of the practical realization of the 21
st
 Century Skills concept and can 

also be included into the curricula of EFL classes. 

Another practical training component of the HLW curricula is the gastronomical one. Once a 

week, these students attend a cooking and service class. Throughout the first four years of 

their education at the school, they are trained to become certified chefs and servers. Theory 

http://abc.berufsbildendeschulen.at/upload/1144_FSwB%20und%20HLW.pdf
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and practice merge in this subject and depict another positive example of hands-on learning 

experiences. One year before the students have to take the final school leaving examination, 

they have to pass the practical exam in this subject. To pass it, the young adult learners have 

to prepare a 3-course menu for “real” guests and on another day, serve their colleagues‟ menu 

in a professional manner to invited guests. The passed exam qualifies the graduates to take on 

the same jobs as adolescents who did an entire apprenticeship of 3 years practical training. 

This additional qualification is thus a valuable resource for young graduates who would like 

to work in this field.  

In addition, students attending a Vocational School for Economic Professions (HLW) have to 

do a 3-month internship related to the individual branch their school focuses on. A lot of 

students from these schools work in hotels, restaurants or offices and numerous adolescents 

use this opportunity to leave home and work in another state of Austria. This compulsory 

internship has to be completed between 3rd and 4th grade. It is part of the learners‟ vocational 

training and allows young people to gain real work experience before they graduate. 

Obviously, the students benefit from such practice on many different levels. Not only can they 

add real life references to their curriculum vitae and get paid for their efforts, but they can 

also grow as a person. The online information portal for Austrian vocational schools 

(http://www.abc.berufsbildendeschulen.at/de/page.asp?id=47) affirms that an internship 

teaches the interns a variety of valuable things. For example, the students improve their social 

skills by interacting with colleagues and superiors. New challenges are part of their 

experience as well as acknowledgment and praise for good work. One should not 

underestimate the value of finding out that a certain job might not actually be what the student 

expected it to be. Practical experience like this helps the adolescents to decide what kind of 

profession they want to enter after graduation. Eventually, students can only benefit from an 

internship as part of their education and as has been mentioned before, this is also the reason 

why the concept of 21
st
 Century Skills suggests including more practical training in the 

official school curriculum. 

Since the focus of this thesis lies on the execution of 21
st
 Century Skills in the English 

classroom, it has to be noted that this subject is the most prominent one in terms of weekly 

hours in the timetable. This means that the official curriculum requires the schools to offer 3 

hours of English instructions per week for its students. None of the other subjects are taught 

for as long as this during the entire 5 years of education. Therefore, one can argue that 

http://www.abc.berufsbildendeschulen.at/de/page.asp?id=47
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English holds a very important place in the considerations of crucial knowledge a 21
st
 century 

HLW graduate should demonstrate. In this respect Kranawetter (2012: 88) concludes that 

“students often have concrete perceptions about which profession they will take up after 

graduation” and therefore it is not surprising that they understand that “English will be 

relevant for their professional career”. Her research in the field of language attitude in 

Austrian secondary schools revealed that the attending students are well aware of the 

importance of English for their future job experience and showed to have a “stronger 

instrumental motivation” (2012: 99). According to these findings, the students’ motivation in 

combination with the employability heightening acquisition of 21
st
 Century Skills should be 

appreciated by the pupils and might even increase their work effort.  

New regulations such as the introduction of the new standardized final examination dictate 

the language level a graduate should achieve and thus has become a central concern for 

English teachers. Their teaching assignment includes the training of receptive, productive and 

interactive language skills and according to the Common European Framework of Reference 

(CEFR) the goal is to gradually lead the learners to a B2 language proficiency level. Some of 

the competencies are even supposed to be administered on a C1 proficiency level
22

. The 

official curricula for vocational schools for economic professions also suggests that with these 

new competence regulations the teachers should transform, if they have not done so already, 

content based teaching methods into competence oriented ones. Wagner is a big advocate of 

this claim and keeps repeating in his publications that knowledge has become a free source 

everybody has access to whenever and wherever they want to. Students of the 21
st
 century 

make use of search engines on the internet all the time in order to satisfy their curiosity. From 

his perspective, this does not mean that basic world-knowledge should become excluded as a 

whole from the curriculum, but it points out the different approach 21
st
 century students are 

taking when it comes to the sourcing of information. As a consequence, Wagner argues 

(2012: 24/25) that teachers need to focus on sustainable know-how. He acknowledges the 

importance of expertise knowledge, which supports, together with motivation and creative 

thinking skills, the creative process of producing language. In other words, training the 

students so that they can improve their basic language competences (reading, writing, 

speaking, listening and interacting) via content, but testing only their language competence 

                                                 
22

 A1/A2= Basic User, B1/B2= Independent User, C1/C2= Proficient User (Council of Europe 2011: 24) 
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represents the overall ideology behind the new standardized final examination as well as 

behind the concept of 21
st
 Century Skills.  

One can thus conclude that the instructions given by the official curricula for vocational 

schools for economic professions are definitely heading in the right direction for a 21
st
 

century education. However, as has been mentioned before, the theory always has to be 

followed by the practice and the results of the research study will show whether it has been 

possible so far to open up the classrooms for hands-on project work, appropriate and useful 

material or/and motivated and open-minded teachers.  

4.5. The Austrian Generation Y 

The term Generation Y has become a very popular one in the context of 21
st
 century 

adolescents. It refers to the people born after approximately 1980 and their way of 

approaching life. Although different definitions can be found throughout the literature, all of 

them share the same core characteristics. Therefore, people who are part of Generation Y seek 

more than money and successful careers.  Unlike preceding generations, their life goal is to 

find a work-life balance which enables them to live a financially stable, but at the same time a 

fulfilling and happy life. This generation knows that a workaholic lifestyle has its price and 

terms such as “burnout” have become part of their everyday vocabulary. Thus it is not 

surprising at all that their mindset has changed. Rump (2013: 133) argues that the trend goes 

to a mixed ideology where old and new values get combined. She claims that a career-driven 

mind and the lust for life must not necessarily exclude one another. Instead of a generation 

which only seeks fun or one that defines itself by their material possessions, generation Y 

tries to find a balance between self-discipline and self-fulfillment. The search for a 

meaningful purpose in life and the wish to contribute in one way or the other to society, leads 

Rump to define this generation as the “accountability society”. 

In the Austrian context, Generation Y has also entered the school and job markets.  In 2011 

the Austrian Labor Department ordered a study on the values of today‟s adolescents. The 

results were published one year later (Jugendkultur 2012) and showed that the Austrian‟s 

Generation Y ranges so-called “soft values” at the top of their personal value scale, whereas 

material possessions are ranked in the lower places. Again, salaries and careers are not as 

important to them as, for example, happiness. In the center of their scale one can find values 

like self-fulfillment, the wish for nice colleagues and challenges they can learn from (112). 

http://www.dv-jugend.at/fileadmin/user_upload/Pdfs/%20Jugendwertestudie_11.pdf
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Especially for graduates of secondary schools it is of high importance that they can grow in 

their abilities, live abroad for a while and constantly get the chance to improve their set of 

skills (96). Also, it is very important for the Austrian younger generation to find a “healthy” 

job where they are not in danger of environmental pollutants or too much stress and pressure 

(112).  

This tendency can also be found in terms of what the Austrian Generation Y expects from 

their education at school. The results of the study suggest that the adolescents ask for more 

individualized mentoring and sponsorship. In this context, humaneness and empathy from the 

teachers was mentioned as well. In their opinion, it is not sufficient anymore to be prepared 

for the job market, but also to acquire life strategies which enable them to develop as a person 

and as a satisfied employee. The students want more choice and a say in the planning of topic 

content and the general curricula (111). However, the majority of young adults do not limit 

their learning experiences to those at school. The study has shown that 73 per cent of the 

adolescents find it worthwhile to continue their learning throughout their entire life. This 

generation does not expect that what they have learnt at school is everything they will ever 

have to study. In their opinion, it will be a lifelong journey of learning opportunities, extra 

training and courses which are supposed to keep them up-to-date and increase their 

employability as well as their personal competencies (104).  

What one can take away from the study by the Austrian Labor Department in combination 

with the discussion of 21
st
 Century Skills at school is that the members of the Generation Y 

want to acquire relevant life knowledge which will help them to live a productive and 

satisfying life. One could argue that the concept of 21
st
 Century Skills proposed in this thesis 

could provide exactly that; life-relevant skills which will enable the students of today to 

become life-long learners of the future. Learning how to solve problems or how to learn from 

others are helpful skills to have, not only in a working environment. In addition, the students 

wish for more choice when it comes to core subjects and subject content. A project-based 

approach which focuses more on the teaching of 21
st
 Century Skills than the implementation 

of as much content information as possible could support the students effectively. Obviously, 

certain standards must be reached, but other than that today’s adolescents want to get the 

chance to focus on things they feel passionate about.   
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Part 2 - The Practice 

 

5. The Empirical Study 

The second part of the present thesis explores the reality in Austrian HLW English classes via 

what teachers say. It represents a crucial part of this project since no empirical evidence of 

21
st
 Century Skills in an Austrian context has been collected to date. Therefore, in order to 

provide useful implications for the implementation of this new concept into the EFL 

classroom, it is essential to first investigate the status quo of the Austrian HLW environment.  

5.1. Aims of the Study 

This research is supposed to fill the gap of knowledge concerning the p21 concept of 21
st
 

Century Skills and draw a bridge from its theory to the actual teaching practices in Austrian 

Secondary Schools for Economic Professions. The overall goal of the present study is to 

collect data on the status quo of 21
st
 century teaching routines and to use the results to make 

meaningful suggestions for the improvement of EFL lessons.  

In detail, the aims of this survey are: 

 

- to determine the responding teachers‟ personal characteristics and preferences relevant 

for the topic at hand 

- to identify the most popular teaching materials used in the Austrian EFL classrooms in 

vocational schools and whether they already consider 21
st
 Century Skills  

- to detect the respondents‟ personal estimation of the crucial skills a 21
st
 century HLW 

graduate needs to possess 

- to determine if or to what degree the participants already teach 21
st
 Century Skills  

- to evaluate the teachers‟ perception of p21‟s concept of 21
st
 Century Skills  

- to investigate the teachers‟ personal evaluation of future prospects concerning the 

world and education alike  

Based on the belief that teachers who do not possess these skills themselves or do not possess 

the necessary tools to pass on the 21
st
 Century Skills are not sufficiently equipped to teach a 

successful 21
st
 century student, this research intends to determine exactly where improvement 

is needed and where teachers can find support for their own learning transformation.  
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5.2. Research Methodology 

The choice of the most appropriate and most representative research method is a crucial one. 

Therefore, I primarily used Seliger and Shohamy‟s (1989) work Second Language Research 

Methods as a reference book and explored all possible methods including their advantages 

and disadvantages. It soon became obvious that an online questionnaire would be the most 

practical method to collect the information I sought. A questionnaire is a time effective, 

reliable and not very cost intensive research method. Dörnyei (2003: 1) supports this claim 

and explains that they are “easy to construct, extremely versatile, and uniquely capable of 

gathering a large amount of information quickly in a form that is readily processable”. Seliger 

and Shohamy (1989: 363) add that questionnaires also enable the participants to complete the 

survey whenever or wherever they want to and due to its anonymous character it might also 

be more likely that the respondents answer honestly. Although a questionnaire also has its 

limitations, such as social desirability bias, self-deception, the halo effect, acquiescence bias 

or unmotivated respondents (Dörnyei 2003: 10-14), the advantages of a self-administered, 

anonymous online questionnaire outweighed these negatives and I therefore decided to create 

a survey on the basis of Dörnyei‟s (2003) and Seliger and Shohamy‟s (1989) design 

recommendations.  

5.3. Designing Process of the Questionnaire 

Prior to commencing the work on the final questionnaire, I conducted two separate interviews 

with two experts in the field of innovative teaching methods in the EFL classroom. The 

interviews were primarily useful to gain some understanding of the current teaching situation 

in Austrian vocational schools. In combination with their extensive teaching experience in 

higher vocational schools, both of the experts also have work experience other than teaching 

and therefore know firsthand what skills young people entering the professional life need 

nowadays. Besides their passion for the English language, both of them also share the same 

teaching motivation, namely to prepare their students for professional life after graduation as 

well as possible. In order to do so, both experts try out new teaching methods, use new media 

in their classrooms, exchange information and material with their fellow teachers, reflect on 

their teaching and stay open-minded to innovations in this field. Basically, one could argue 

that the two experts interviewed represent positive examples of modern 21
st
 century teachers 

who are up to date with the demands of the current economic and professional situation in 
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Austria. Based on the insights gained from these two interviews, the questionnaire design 

process of the first draft began. 

The following step was what Seliger and Shohamy (1989: 65) call the stage of 

contextualization of research. They argue that “once the area, topic, or problem of the 

research has been chosen and defined, the research needs to be placed in a broader context by 

reviewing the related literature” (1989: 65) and they suggest that the existing literature should 

be reviewed numerous times during this phase. Therefore, I had to go back to the starting 

point of this project and combine Trilling & Fadel‟s (2009) concept of the 21
st
 Century Skills 

with the Austria-related results of the expert interviews and my own analyses of all relevant 

perspectives on this topic (see chapter 4). In addition, Dörnyei‟s (2003) recommendations for 

successful questionnaire design were considered and turned out to be a helpful source 

throughout this process.  

In order to stay as true as possible to the primary literature, I used the original definitions of 

the Partnership for 21
st
 Century Skills (http://www.p21.org/storage/documents/ 

P21_Framework_Definitions.pdf) and reformulated them into questions. Next, the questions I 

had extracted from the expert interviews were added as well. Besides the introduction, the 

basic demographic information and the closure, the questionnaire consisted of 16 obligatory 

and 10 optional questions. The latter were suggested by Dörnyei (2003: 48) to clarify or add 

further information to mandatory question answers.  

The different types of questions included open-ended as well as closed-ended items. Most of 

the latter were presented in a Likert scale. The participants had to tick the most appropriate 

answer concerning their personal valuation ranging from no, very little, a little, quite a lot to 

yes. Other questions, which were concerned with the frequency of doing something, provided 

the respondents with another set of options, going from never, almost never, sometimes, fairly 

often to very often. Dörnyei (2003: 8) also refers to these types of questions as attitudinal ones 

since they deal with the broad categories of attitudes, opinions, beliefs, interests and values. 

Cohen et al (2007: 328) highlight the practicality of such items, but add that their usefulness 

has its limitations. Due to the fact that the respondents have to select one of the given choices, 

they are not provided with the opportunity to contribute further information. Open-ended 

questions on the other hand offer this chance to the participants of a study. Dörnyei (2003:47) 

explains that “sometimes we need open-ended items for the simple reason that we do not 

know the range of possible answers and therefore cannot provide pre-prepared response 

http://www.p21.org/storage/documents/%20P21_Framework_Definitions.pdf
http://www.p21.org/storage/documents/%20P21_Framework_Definitions.pdf
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categories”. Obviously, these items are harder to categorize during the analysis process. By 

requesting short key word answers from the participants I tried to avoid essay like answers 

which would lead to more complication during the analysis of these results.  

Having decided on the question items I wanted to include into the survey, their order had to 

be considered. Dörnyei (2003: 59) claims that item sequence is of high importance and has to 

be thought through from the respondent's perspective. Cohen et al (2007: 336) emphasize that 

early questions may have an impact on the respondent‟s mindset regarding later questions. 

Taking these recommendations into consideration, questions which already hinted at P21„s 

predetermined 21
st
 Century Skills were placed towards the end of the questionnaire in order to 

not interfere with the answers the respondents were supposed to come up by themselves. 

Although Dörnyei (2003: 61) argues that personal questions should be put at the end of a 

questionnaire to avoid an anticlimax effect, it was of more importance to me that the 

participants‟ suggestions of their personal 21
st
 century skills were placed before the attitudinal 

questions concerning their evaluation of the concept based on my primary source.  

Before piloting the questionnaire, it was transformed into an online version. The internet site 

www.surveymonkeys.com was used for this purpose. This self-explanatory program allows 

the survey designer to choose from multiple question and answer options. It also provides a 

helpful analysis tool which is supposed to facilitate the analysis process. As Dörnyei (2003: 

26) suggested, the introduction of the survey opened with a greeting and explained what the 

study was about, requested honest answers and closed with a thank-you note. My contact 

information was added as well.  

Then the piloting phase of the survey began. Three of my fellow English students volunteered 

to test the questionnaire and fortunately suggested only minor changes. Some of the questions 

needed to be reformulated since the wording was not precise enough. Other than that, the 

feedback was entirely positive. Also, the testers reported back that it took them approximately 

10 minutes to answer all of the questions. As Dörnyei (2003: 18) suggests, a questionnaire 

should not take more than 30 minutes to complete. The survey was well within this time limit 

and I was able to continue with the procedure. 

5.4. Procedure 

According to the official webpage on Austrian Secondary Vocational Schools 

(www.abc.berufsbildendeschulen.at), 115 schools fit the profile of a Secondary School for 

http://www.surveymonkeys/
http://www.abc.berufsbildendeschulen.at/de/standorte.asp?type=1&styp=10&menu_id=233&region=10
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Economic Professions (HLW) and were asked to participate in this survey. Each school was 

called and the people in charge were requested to forward the following e-mail with further 

details and the link to the online questionnaire to all English teachers. Overall, the majority of 

individuals cooperated and promised to do so. Two weeks after the first contact, a follow up 

mail was sent to all the schools in order to maximize the response levels, as Cohen, Manion & 

Morrison suggest (2007: 345). In fact, after having sent the second electronic mail, the 

number of participants increased by 14 %, from 144 to 164 edited questionnaires. 

The process of analyzing and later visualizing the results of the survey was done with the help 

of the Apple software Numbers. The collected data was therefore transformed into convenient 

tables, bar charts or pie charts to facilitate the readers‟ interpretation of the research outcome. 

In addition, detailed information on the absolute numbers (abs.) as well as their percentage 

equivalents (%) concerning each item discussed on the following pages was included and 

prepared accordingly. 

5.5. The Sample 

All samples come from English teachers instructing at a Secondary School for Economic 

Professions in Austria. 164 answer sheets were collected. Unfortunately, 33 teachers who 

started answering the questionnaire did not fully finish it and hence had to be eliminated from 

the final data (N=131). Dörnyei (2003: 75) addresses this problem and states that one always 

has to consider a potential pitfall when it comes to the problem of participant self-selection. 

All the teachers contributing to this study did so voluntarily and anonymously and could 

therefore easily and without consequence cancel the survey. Also, since the entire study was 

dependent on the contact persons at the schools forwarding the mail to each English teacher, it 

is impossible to say whether all of them actually did so or if some teachers did not perhaps 

receive the link to the survey. However, the risk of losing some respondents due to the 

questionnaire‟s self-directed character was unavoidable, but the data collected was sufficient 

and significant enough to be analyzed. In total, 131 HLW English teachers answered all of the 

questions. The entire data presented in this thesis is taken from these completed 

questionnaires.  
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Gender % abs. 

Female 83% 109 

Male 17% 22 

Total 100% 131 

 
Table 4: Participants‟ Gender 

 

The table above shows that of the initial cohort of participating subjects, 83 per cent were 

female and only 17 per cent were male.  This division was not surprising since most teachers 

in Austria are female. It is believed that this inequality in gender has no significant effect on 

the results of this study and this detail therefore only serves an informational purpose. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5: Distribution of participants throughout Austria 

 

By the end of the survey period, data had been collected from all nine Austrian Länder. As 

Table 5 illustrates, most responses come from Upper Austria and Styria, whereas only 7 

teachers completed the questionnaire in Burgenland. However, it is more important to note 

that all states are represented in the survey, than it is to detect the reason for the imbalance of 

participation between the different parts of Austria. 

 

           Table 6: Age of the participants                       Table 7: Teaching experience in years 

 

Data from Table 6 can be compared with the data in Table 7 which shows that the majority of 

subjects are experienced HLW English teachers. It is apparent that only 7,63 per cent of them 

Austrian State % abs. 

Upper Austria 19,85% 26 

Styria 18,32% 24 

Vienna 15,27% 20 

Lower Austria 15,27% 20 

Tyrol 8,40% 11 

Salzburg 6,87% 9 

Vorarlberg 6,87% 9 

Carinthia 4,58% 9 

Burgenland 5,34% 7 

Total 100% 131 

Age of the Participants % abs. 

under 30 years old 7,63% 10 

30-40 years old 26,72% 35 

40-50 years old 22,14% 29 

50-60 years old 38,17% 50 

60 years or older 5,34% 7 

Teaching Experience % abs. 

Less than 5 years ago 21,38% 28 

Less than 10 years ago 15,27% 20 

Less than 20 years ago 27,48% 36 

More than 20 years ago 35,88% 47 
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can be considered to be part of Generation Y themselves. The far larger group of teachers 

represent the older generation, the so-called baby boomers. As has been discussed in a 

previous chapter (see 4.5.), different ideologies concerning life and work distinguish these 

two generations and might also have an influence on the way the teachers approach the 

teaching of a foreign language. One should bear this detail in mind when discussing the 

results of this study.  

 

    Data panel 1: Work Experience Other than Teaching 

 

Since the concept of P21„s 21
st
 Century Skills is one that intends to bridge between education 

and economy, it seemed necessary to investigate teachers‟ connection with the business world 

outside school as well. Interestingly enough, 68 per cent of the respondents are teaching 

business related English without having experience in a job other than teaching. Only 17,5 per 

cent of the participants listed jobs which can be considered stable long-term jobs, such as 

working as a flight attendant, real estate manager, or as some kind of clerk. The even more 

surprising finding is that only 14,5 per cent of the teachers report to have gained job 

experience with minor side jobs while studying at the university. Only 19 subjects responded 

as having worked as, for example, servers, tour guides or interns at an office. Having little to 

no experience at a job they are trying to prepare their students for might be considered a 

disadvantage for these teachers. However, no study on the actual influence of one‟s own 

professional practice has been found to support this hypothesis on. Again, this detail can only 

serve an informational purpose and should be explored further in a future study concerning 

this matter. 
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5.6. Item Catalogue 

 

Item Position and Item Description in the Online Questionnaire 

1 Q 6/7: Please tick the appropriate answer concerning your character descriptions.  

2 Q 27: Have you ever heard of 21
st
 Century Skills before? 

3 Q 28: Would you like to receive more information on this topic? 

4 Q 29: Would you be interested in taking an advanced training course about one or more 

subareas concerning the 21
st
 Century Skills? 

5 Q 8: What course book/s do you use? 

6 Q 9: Are you happy with the course book, or would you wish for more... 

7 Q 10: In case you also use other materials, please name them here: 

8 Q 11: The Austrian school system is facing a lot of changes right now. In your opinion, 

what tools for a successful and happy life do students need nowadays, but have not yet 

been considered by the educational authorities sufficiently? In other words, what are your 

personal 21
st
 Century Skills?  

9 Q 24: In your opinion, how important are the following skills for 21
st
 century graduates of a 

HLW school? 

10 Q 21/22/23: Please complete the following sentence and tick the appropriate answer. It 

does not matter whether you consciously plan to teach these things or unconsciously 

integrate them. In my English classroom students have to... 

11 Q 12: In case you like to try out new teaching methods, materials and/or technologies, do 

you feel supported by your teacher colleagues? 

12 Q 13: In case you like to try out new teaching methods, materials and/or technologies, do 

you feel supported by your school superiors? 

13 Q 14: In case you like to try out new teaching methods, materials and/or technologies, do 

you feel supported by your students‟ parents? 

14 Q 15: In case you like to try out new teaching methods, materials and/or technologies, do 

you feel supported by the government? 

15 Q 16: In case you like to try out new teaching methods, materials and/or technologies, what 

feedback do you receive from your students? 

16 Q 17: In case you would like to add any further information or examples, please do so 

briefly: 

17 Q 25: Have you ever tried out a project based teaching approach? 

18 Q 26: If yes, how was this experience for you and what do you think of it? 

19 Q 18: In your opinion, what will the world look like in 20 years? 

20 Q 19: In your opinion, which skills will HLW graduates need to be successful in this world 

you have imagined twenty years from now? 

21 Q 20: In your opinion, what would learning be like in the futuristic world you described in 

the previous questions? 
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6. Analysis of the Data 

Before the final results of this survey can be discussed in detail, some information concerning 

the handling of open ended questions has to be mentioned. To begin with, a list of all 

responses was compiled. Then, synonyms and related terms were categorized into the 

appropriate group of 21
st
 Century Skills suggested by P21. In order to provide a better 

overview of the participants‟ opinions, the original set of 11 skills was used. Finally, the 

remaining answers which could not be assigned to any of these preset skills were looked at in 

more detail. In case that some of them could fit into one umbrella cluster, they were summed 

up in one new skill group. However, in some cases, an answer did not fit in any of these 

categories, neither the P21 skills nor the new groups and has therefore been added as an 

additional skill. Another important piece of information in regard to these organizational 

decisions of suggested terms needs to be noted at this point. Due to the high number of 

different remarks in some open ended questions, those which were proposed only once or 

twice could not be considered for the final categories.  

As has been mentioned in chapter 5.3., the organization of questions in the online 

questionnaire was intentional. Nevertheless, its arrangement does not suit the chronology of 

this analysis and hence, the order of the items had to be adjusted accordingly in order to 

present the results in a comprehensible manner. To improve the transparency of the sequence, 

an overview of all questions is provided in the following item catalogue. 

6.1. Status Quo 

One of the main goals of this thesis is to provide information on the current situation in 

Austrian HLW EFL classrooms. It is quite clear that the participating teachers‟ attitude 

towards elements of the 21
st
 Century Skills concepts had to be elicited as well as their actual 

teaching practices. In addition, more practical information concerning the teaching materials 

used and the feedback received for trying out new teaching approaches complete this section.  

In general, it also needs to be said that whenever the respondents faced an open question, 

some of them used the chance to state their personal opinion on topics which were neither part 

of this study nor asked for in the question itself. Clearly, some subjects wanted to take 

advantage of the opportunity to speak one‟s mind in a survey which obviously focuses on the 

future of education in Austria and wrote about their discontent in terms of new assessment 
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policies and governmental support in this country. These answers were not included from the 

study, but added an interesting tone to the analysis process of the status quo in Austrian HLW 

schools. 

6.1.1. Participants’ Self-Evaluation 

All of the statements presented in Table 8 were taken from P21‟s list of relevant 

characteristics included in the 21
st
 Century Skills theory. Thus, all of these remarks are 

already part of the 21
st
 century framework and considered important in a modern classroom. 

The purpose of including this set of questions was to see what the teachers themselves 

brought to the table. Based on the assumption that teachers who identify with these statements 

would also more likely feel comfortable exercising and teaching these skills in the classroom, 

the data collected reflects the status quo of teachers‟ attitude towards 21
st
 Century Skills and 

subsequently represents the foundation stone that innovative education should be built on. 

Characteristics no  

(1) 

very little 

(2) 

a little    

(3) 

quite a lot  

(4) 

yes       

 (5) 

Ø 

I like to learn about cultural 

differences. 

- 0,76% 5,34% 25,19% 68,70% 4,62 

My students respect me - 0,76% 3,82% 33,59% 61,83% 4,56 

I follow the news - - 10,69% 27,48% 61,83% 4,51 

I like to communicate new ideas to 

others 

0,76% 0,76% 9,16% 29,77% 59,54% 4,47 

I am a solution-oriented person - - 6,11% 41,98% 51,91% 4,46 

I share my teaching materials with 

colleagues 

- 2,29% 10,69% 29,77% 57,25% 4,42 

I reflect on my teaching 

experiences 

- - 10,69% 40,46% 48,85% 4,38 

I set goals for myself - 2,29% 9,92% 40,46% 47,33% 4,33 

I like to work creatively - - 12,98% 43,51% 43,51% 4,31 

I view failure as an opportunity to 

learn 

- 0,76% 17,56%  34,35% 47,33% 4,28 

I appreciate team diversity 0,76% 3,82% 13,74% 43,51% 38,17% 4,15 

I adapt quickly to new situations 1,53% 1,53% 16,03% 47,33% 33,59% 4,10 

I like to receive feedback from my 

colleagues 

- 1,53% 22,14% 45,80% 30,53% 4,05 

I like being responsible for others 1,53% 3,05% 20,61% 41,22% 33,59% 4.02 

I like to communicate with people 

who don‟t share my opinions 

- 5,34% 19,85% 46,56% 28,24% 3,98 

I like working with my computer 3,82% 5,34% 17,56%  36,64% 36,64% 3,97 

I like leading other people 1,53% 7,63% 25,19% 45,80% 19,85% 3,75 

I understand the hype about social 

networks 

11,45% 7,63% 29,01% 34,35% 17,56%  3,39 

I use apps on my smart phone 40,46% 11,45% 11,45% 8,4% 28,24% 2,73 

Table 8: Item 1 - Participants‟ Self-Evaluation 
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Item 1 required the respondents to indicate to what degree the given statements apply to them. 

On a 5-point Likert scale they had to tick the one that they thought would represent them the 

most. To visualize the results, the data collected was arranged hierarchically, ranging from the 

highest average rating to the lowest one. Overall, these results show that none of the 

characteristics were irrelevant to the majority of the subjects. However, the difference 

between the top statement and the last one is significant. According to the results, the majority 

of the participating English teachers highly enjoy learning about cultural differences. This 

should not be surprising since teaching a foreign language should already imply that the 

individuals who chose this subject identify themselves with it as well. In addition, more 

traditional virtues like respect, global awareness and communication are obviously still 

appreciated amongst the teachers and were rated accordingly.  

In contrast, low ranked characteristics, mostly referring to new technology, are by far not as 

popular. As Table 8 illustrates, working with the computer, using social networks and smart 

phone apps are the least frequently exercised activities. Also, it is striking that only 19,85 per 

cent of the respondents reported enjoying leading other people, which would seem to be an 

essential part of a teacher‟s job description. It could be argued then that computer and 

leadership skills are not the teachers‟ greatest forte when compared to communication and 

social skills. The evidence could then indicate that a relevant proportion of current HLW 

English teachers do not yet implement sufficient media literacy, information literacy and ICT 

literacy activities in their classrooms due to their own personal preferences in their everyday 

life.  

6.1.2. Awareness of and attitude towards the concept of 21
st
 Century Skills 

After having explored the participants‟ attitude towards different isolated elements of the 21
st
 

Century Skills framework, their knowledge of this concept needs to be examined. For this 

purpose, the respondents were asked to state whether or not they have heard of this concept 

before and if they would be open for supplementary training on this topic.  
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Data panel 2: Item 2 - Have You Heard of 21st Century Skills before? 

As data panel 2 reveals, the majority (66%) of the participants had not yet heard of the 

concept of 21
st
 Century Skills when they took part in this survey. It can be argued that this 

fact is to this study‟s advantage since the subjects contributed interesting, and more 

importantly different elements to this survey. As many of the respondents had to come up 

with what they thought would represent skills of this century, they did not merely repeat terms 

from similar approaches, but rather answered according to their own experience. Therefore, 

all contributions can be considered Austrian-relevant concepts of what current English 

teachers suggest the 21
st
 century student should acquire at school. 

 

Table 9: Item 3 - Interested in further information                  Table 10: Item 4 - Interested in additional course 

Two follow-up questions regarding the teachers‟ interest in further information on this topic 

and their possible willingness to attend an additional 21
st
 century skills training course 

completed this item cluster. The narrow majority of 58 per cent was open to further 

information about this concept. However, only 17,5 per cent of the subjects stated that they 

would be interested in additional practical training. 52 per cent of the respondents were not 

yet sure if they wanted to continue working this new teaching approach and 30,5 per cent 

were certain that they would not like to do so. One has to bear in mind that the results could 

Further Information % abs. 

Yes 58 76 

No 42 55 

Total 100 131 

Additional Course % abs. 

Yes 17,5 23 

Maybe  52 68 

No 30,5 40 

Total 100 131 
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be influenced by a variety of factors. First, the majority of participants had not yet been in 

contact with this concept and their lack of information could be one possible reason for their 

decision to not put more effort into an additional course. Second, they might be overwhelmed 

by recent policy changes and still have to adjust to these before they would be open minded 

enough again to yet another set of competencies which would need to be introduced into their 

classrooms. And third, they might simply not agree with the concept or are not in favor of any 

training course in general. Nevertheless, one can take away from this question cluster that 

sufficient information on the 21
st
 Century Skills theory has not yet been provided and that one 

would need to start changing this fact before a possible implementation into the curriculum 

can be discussed.  

6.1.3. Teaching Materials 

Item 5 required the participants to name the course books they are currently using on a regular 

basis.  Many different books were mentioned, but five of them stuck out numerically. 

Popular Course Books % abs. 

Focus on Modern Business 44,67 67 

Laser 22,66 34 

Focus on Modern Careers 18 27 

FCE 8 12 

Open Worlds 6,67 10 

Total 100 150 

 

Table 11 presents these books and according to it, Focus on Modern Business is the most 

frequently used English course book in the Austrian HLW EFL classrooms. The high number 

of distinct material sources was surprising. The results also showed that the majority of 

teachers did not rely on one course book only. Most of them are working with a number of 

different books, which will be discussed together with data panel 4. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 11: Item 5 – Popular course books 
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Data panel 3: Item 6 - Satisfaction with School Books  

Concerning the teachers‟ satisfaction with the course books offered on the Austrian market, 

data panel 3 makes it quite clear that 67 per cent of the users are only more or less happy with 

the material provided in these books. Some of the subjects added further information and 

named the lack of testing material and activities to practice for the new standardized exams as 

the main reason for their unhappiness. In addition, they also desired more listening and 

reading activities, possibly also in combination with additional online material. The 

suggestion to connect the traditional course book with online activities and further ideas for 

the English classroom are very much in line with P21‟s idea of a modern teaching material 

pool. One could even argue that this will be the future of teaching materials and that it is only 

a matter of time until all of the course books offer such services. However, it also has to be 

mentioned that there are already some school books which provide this type of additional 

teaching material for the teachers. 

Overall, one can say that each participant in this study integrates additional teaching material 

and does not solely rely on one course book.  
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Data panel 4: Item 7 - Additional Teaching Material 

Most of the teachers use a variety of material sources. All of those which were mentioned in 

the answer sheets were included into data panel 4. Therefore, the amount of sources exceeds 

the number of respondents. In this respect, the internet is clearly the teachers‟ favorite origin 

of additional teaching material. Strictly speaking, YouTube videos are also an internet based 

tool, but since it was mentioned so many times and video clips clearly represent another 

dimension of the World Wide Web, it is illustrated separately. The classic handouts and self-

made activities are still used consistently and together with printed material of different sorts 

they complete this data. 

The fact that Austrian English teachers create their own pool of additional teaching materials 

shows that the students‟ exposure to the target language is not limited to one source which 

was specifically designed for a non-native target group, but rather that they also receive 

authentic material from various native speaking sources, such as the internet. Also, in terms of 

P21„s 21
st
 Century Skills concept, the participants could easily adapt their habit of collecting 

and designing activities with the help of new technologies and media and create learning 

opportunities which would allow the students to practice exactly these skills; ICT, 

Information and Media Literacy. 



 

 
64 

 

6.1.4. 21
st
 Century Skills 

The participants‟ rating of necessary skills for the 21
st
 century is one of the crucial questions 

of this study. In particular, the comparison of the Austrian subjects‟ suggestions based on 

their long-term teaching experience with the American predetermined concept is supposed to 

shed light on possible similarities and differences. Obviously, common ground between data 

panel 5 and 6 would subsequently prove that P21‟s ideology is indeed relevant for the 

Austrian school context and hence should be considered to further than it has been done so 

far.  

 

 

Data panel 5: Item 8 - Austrian 21st Century Skills 

All data from panel 5 comes from an open ended question requiring the participants to name 

their personal crucial skills that 21
st
 century students should acquire at school. Initiative and 

Self-Direction Skills, such as good work ethic and the ability to focus on work were suggested 

by the largest group of respondents. It was closely followed by Communication and 

Collaboration Competence and Social and Cross-Cultural Skills. Four of the mentioned skill 
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sets could not be categorized into one of the preset P21 skills. Therefore, the acquisition of 

General Knowledge, the competence to acquire knowledge, Self-Confidence and an improved 

School Environment were listed separately. As the bar chart shows, School Environment is 

ranked amongst the top priorities concerning 21
st
 century needs. Obviously, this is not a skill 

the learners can acquire. It rather represents the external influence on a student‟s 

development. Nevertheless, it has been included in the panel since it was suggested so many 

times as a necessary tool which would support the students on their learning journey. Self-

Confidence too is not a skill a young adult can easily acquire. However, several teachers 

stated that they would wish for their students to believe in themselves more and subsequently, 

being self-confident could definitely be one of the keys to facilitating the development of 

other skills, such as leadership skills or the strength to present one‟s own ideas and creations. 

In comparison to the skills listed by the participants as part of a commentary item, data panel 

6 represents the teachers‟ evaluation of the preset skill set by P21. Here, the subjects did not 

have to come up with their own answers, but were required to rate these skills according to 

their importance in the Austrian HLW school context, ranging from not at all important (1) to 

important (5).  
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Characteristics Not at all 

(1) 

Very little 

(2) 

A little 

(3) 

Quite a lot 

(4) 

Important(5) Ø  

Creativity and Innovation 2 2 4 50 73 4,45 

Critical Thinking and Problem Solving 2 1 0 37 91 4,63 

Communication and Collaboration 1 0 0 24 106 4,79 

Information Literacy 1 0 3 45 80 4,57 

Media Literacy 1 0 1 45 83 4,61 

ICT Literacy 1 1 6 37 85 4,57 

Flexibility and Adaptability 1 0 2 30 98 4,71 

Initiative and Self-Direction 2 1 4 50 73 4,47 

Social and Cross-Cultural Skills 1 1 3 37 89 4,62 

Productivity and Accountability 2 1 9 67 50 4,26 

Leadership and Responsibility 4 0 21 62 40 4,06 

       
 

 

Data panel 6: Item 9 - P21‟s 21st Century Skills as rated by 131 Austrian HLW teachers 

 

Overall, every skill achieved an average score above 4.00. However, it is still possible to see 

differences in their validation. It might not be a big surprise that the ability to communicate 

effectively with each other and within a diverse group was ranked first by the participating 

language teachers. In contrast, the respondents of this study ranked the ability to lead and be a 

responsible learner relatively low compared to the other skills. Interestingly enough, the result 

of this evaluation matches the results of the data panel 5. There, leadership skills also did not 

score very well compared to the other clusters. It might be that they did not know what to 

make of this term in regard to language teaching. It can be argued that if they had known that 

this skill included abilities such as setting and meeting goals, planning and managing work 

and multitasking, they might have given it better scores. 

In general, the outcome of both data panel 5 and 6 does not differ overly much. Although the 

participants had to offer their personal suggestions in the former, they still mentioned 

elements from every skill set defined by P21. Therefore, one can argue that the teaching 

approach this thesis is based on would contribute valuable recommendations to the Austrian 

discussion about the necessities of today‟s and the future education system because its 

experts, the teachers, repeatedly granted them high scores in this study. 
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6.1.5. Teaching Characteristics in the Austrian HLW EFL classroom 

This section of items is particularly important. Again, the elements of each P21 skill (see 

chapter 3) were transformed into EFL classroom relevant ones. Activity examples and 

teaching methods were used to „disguise‟ the original set of skills. The participants had to tick 

the appropriate number according to the frequency of them implementing these example 

activities into their lesson plans. The range went from never (1) to very often (5). Again, the 

results have been organized hierarchically, starting with the highest average score and ranging 

to the lowest one.  

Characteristics Never  

(1) 

Almost 

never (2) 

Some-

times (3) 

Fairly 

often (4) 

Very 

often (5) 

Ø  

participate actively 0,76% - 3,82% 29,77% 65,65% 4,60 

be punctual 0,76% 2,29% 9,92% 25,19% 61,83% 4,45 

respect cultural differences 0,76% 1,53% 12,98% 28,24% 56,49% 4,38 

articulate thoughts and ideas effectively 0,76% - 12,21% 39,69% 47,33% 4,33 

know where to look for information needed 0,76% 1,53% 12,98% 45,04% 39,69% 4,21 

learn to appreciate social and cultural diversity in 

the classroom 

0,76% 4,58% 17,56% 32,82% 44,27% 4,15 

learn how to reason effectively 0,76% - 19,08% 46,56% 33,59% 4,12 

work in groups of different sizes 1,53% 1,53% 22,14% 40,46% 34,35% 4,05 

learn to positively deal with criticism and feedback 0,76% 2,29% 20,61% 45,04% 31,30% 4,04 

interpret information and draw conclusions on their 

own or in groups 

0,76% 1,53% 20,61% 48,09% 29,01% 4,03 

learn when it‟s appropriate to listen and when to 

speak in a group interaction 

0,76% 3,82% 22,14% 42,75% 30,53% 3,98 

use information accurately for the issue or problem 

at hand 

0,76% 3,82% 24,43% 42,75% 28,24% 3,94 

demonstrate their ability to work effectively and 

respectfully with diverse teams 

0,76% 2,29% 30,53% 37,40% 29,01% 3,92 

be responsible to others 2,29% 3,82% 27,48% 35,88% 30,53% 3,89 

practice English pronunciation 0,76% 3,82% 28,24% 41,98% 25,19% 3,87 

learn how to research effectively 1,53% 4,58% 26,72% 43,51% 23,66% 3,83 

solve language problems on their own or in groups 0,76% 3,05% 33,59% 41,22% 21,37% 3,79 

learn how to use digital technologies and 

communication tools to successfully function in a 

knowledge economy 

2,29% 6,87% 30,53% 35,11% 25,19% 3,74 

examine how individuals interpret messages 

differently (points of view and how media can 

influence beliefs and behaviors) 

2,29% 6,11% 38,17% 38,93% 14,50% 3,57 

learn how to negotiate effectively 0,76% 9,92% 40,46% 30,53% 18,32% 3,56 

learn to provide constructive feedback to others 0,76% 9,92% 39,69% 32,82% 16,79% 3,55 

be creative (e.g. creating posters, folder,...) 1,53% 7,63% 42,75% 32,82% 15,27% 3,53 

reflect critically on past language performances 1,53% 12,98% 38,17% 29,77% 17,56% 3,49 

set goals for themselves 3,05% 15,27% 32,82% 36,64% 12,21% 3,40 

come up with new ideas regarding the lesson content 

(e.g. marketing, products, projects,...) 

0,76% 19,08% 45,80% 20,61% 13,74% 3,27 
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Characteristics Never  

(1) 

Almost 

never (2) 

Some-

times (3) 

Fairly 

often (4) 

Very 

often (5) 

Ø  

understand the ethical/legal issues surrounding the 

access and use of information 

3,05% 16,03% 44,27% 25,95% 10,69% 3,25 

learn how to guide and lead others 3,05% 16,79% 45,04% 25,95% 9,16% 3,21 

learn how to use social networks appropriately 10,69% 21,37% 32,82% 20,61% 14,50% 3,07 

use self-assessment sheets to keep track of their 

progress 

8,40% 24,43% 35,88% 24,43% 6,87% 2,97 

 
Table 12: Item 10 - Teaching Characteristics in the Austrian HLW EFL classroom 

Statements which belong to the skill set of communication (4,60), self-reliance (4,45) and 

cross-cultural understanding (4,38) are again ranked very high. These findings also reflect the 

participants‟ attitude towards P21‟s definition of crucial skills (see 6.4.) and their self-

evaluation in Table 8. Looking up information also seems to be required of the students on a 

regular basis. Although it scored 4,21 points in Table 12, it was not ranked as important in 

data panel 4. A possible explanation for this discrepancy could be that knowing how and 

where to look up information has already become a natural habit in the Austrian HLW EFL 

classroom and thus was not identified by the respondents to be a skill the students still need to 

practice and focus on.  

In regard to lower ranked statements, it has to be mentioned again, that the results of Table 12 

are similar to those in Table 8. Leadership skills (3,21) as well as the use of social media 

(3,07) are positioned towards the end of the table (see 5.6.2.1.). According to previous 

answers which indicated a certain hesitation on the subjects‟ part to use new technological 

tools and social media as a leading teaching medium, it is not surprising at all that the 

penultimate statement “learn how to use social networks appropriately” was ranked relatively 

low too.  It is striking that self-assessment sheets for students represent the least popular tool 

of all suggested items. Especially since the European Commission for Education and Culture 

in cooperation with the European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training 

(Cedefop) promoted this learning instrument extensively. For exactly this purpose, the 

Europass
23

 (ESP) was created. It is a document which is supposed to help young adults keep 

track of their developments with regard to their personal competences. Therefore, the fact that 

this item has achieved the lowest score (2,97) in the entire ranking is not satisfying at all.  

Overall, one has to bear in mind that it is impossible to consider all of these elements in every 

single English lesson. Naturally, some are easier to integrate in the foreign language 

                                                 
23

 for further information please visit http://europass.cedefop.europa.eu 

http://europass.cedefop.europa.eu/
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classroom than others and it is not then surprising that the majority of statements did not reach 

an average score above 4.00 which would indicate that they are considered fairly often. 

Scoring more than 3.00 points still implies that these skills get practiced more often than 

sometimes. In general, this means that the results of Table 12 are quite satisfactory with 

regard to some exceptions which have been mentioned already. In addition, it also has been 

noted that the findings of the teachers‟ preferences from Table 8 correlate strongly with the 

results concerning the frequency of the items‟ insertion. Therefore, the initially suggested 

assumption that the participants‟ personal characteristics play a role in their choice of 

teaching approach appears to be accurate.  

6.1.6. Support System concerning new teaching approaches 

Another important factor, especially in terms of implementing new teaching approaches such 

as the concept of 21
st
 Century Skills depicts, is the support system. Aid can be provided from 

different sides in the school context. Naturally, the government plays a crucial role in this 

respect. They make the rules and therefore pave the way for the teachers. In the everyday 

school life, teacher‟s colleagues are also valuable sources for support. School superiors and 

the students‟ parents can also facilitate or complicate the introduction or even experiment 

with new teaching approaches.  
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Data panel 7: Item 11/12/13/14 – Support System Concerning New Teaching Approaches  

The findings with regard to the support system in Austrian HLW schools suggest that teachers 

do not feel to be very well supported by the government. 47,33 per cent of the participants 

share this opinion and only 10,69 per cent of the subjects disagree with this statement. In 

comparison, most of the respondents (44,27%) feel supported by their peers and only 5,35 per 

cent argue otherwise. Similarly, a higher percentage of participants (48,85%) replied to be 

satisfied with the help provided by their school superiors than those who are not (10,69%). 

Concerning the support system from the parents, the results were distributed almost evenly 

with slightly more satisfied teachers (35,11%) than discontent ones (28,24%). Overall, the 

results illustrate that a considerably big group of respondents felt partially supported by all 

parties, possibly dependent on the individual situation. 

The group of people that is most affected by the introduction of new teaching approaches are 

the students themselves. Most of the time they do not have a say in whether the teacher can 

try out new techniques or not, but they are the ones in the position to provide necessary 
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feedback for their instructors. Whether they explicitly state their opinion or show their 

feelings unconsciously to the teachers, the participants of this study were required to reflect 

on past experiences with their students. Again, the answers were collected in an open ended 

question format and then grouped together in 5 different categories; positive, mostly positive, 

mixed, hardly any, negative. 

 

 

Data panel 8: Item 15 - Feedback from Students 

From the bar chart representing the results of Item 15, it can be seen that the greatest number 

belongs to positive feedback. It is followed by the second, mostly positive reviews. Only 4 

subjects stated that they had a negative experience with the implementation of new teaching 

ideas. It is quite clear then that the overall response from the students was positive and that it 

certainly is worth experimenting with innovative teaching ideas in the Austrian HLW 

classrooms. 

However, quite a lot of the respondents also added that it takes a while for the students to get 

used to new activities and that they are sometimes a bit overwhelmed by the amount of 

different new methods. Here are some excerpts from the answer pool: 

“they like new things as long as you don‟t overdo it - continuity is still important, 

especially because lots of students lack it at home” 
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In this respect, some of the subjects suggested a combination of traditional and innovative 

methods to achieve the best possible outcome: 

 

“very good feedback, but it must be a mix of old and new methods - otherwise the new 

methods gets boring as well and some (weaker) students need more guidance than new 

teaching methods allow”  

 
One of the participants made an interesting statement saying: 

 

“They're usually open to new things - especially things/tools that are normal in their 

everyday life”  

 
This observation represents the core idea of the Partnership for 21

st
 Century Skills. In order to 

prepare the students for the challenges of this century, we first have to accept that this 

generation acquires knowledge differently than the previous ones. Therefore, it only makes 

sense to apply the new tools of the adolescents‟ everyday life to the learning environment at 

school. 

In general, the data extracted from item 11-16 (data panel 7 and 8) indicates that Austrian 

HLW EFL teachers are open to new teaching approaches and that they feel quite supported by 

most of the parties involved. However, it has also been commented on the possible pitfalls of 

such innovation attempts, and that one always has to decide what and when to try out 

according to the individual needs of a class. The information collected also suggests that, as 

reported by the participants, the government does not meet expectations with regard to their 

support for innovative teachers in Austria.  

6.1.7. Project Based Teaching Approach 

Trilling & Fadel  (2009: chapter 7) recommend the transformation of today‟s school system 

into a project based learning setting. Data panel 9 and 10 deal with the question of whether or 

not the Austrian EFL teachers have already worked with this teaching approach and what 

experiences they have had with it.  
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Data panel 9: Item 17 - Have you ever tried out Project Based Learning before? 

From the pie chart above, we can see that the great majority (65%) of the subjects not only 

have heard of the PBL approach, but have worked with it themselves. This result reflects the 

open-mindedness of Austrian EFL teachers and shows that although they have to focus on 

major changes concerning the new standardized school leaving exam, they have still found 

the energy to experiment with the Project Based Learning approach, which is known for its 

time consuming preparation process.  

 

Data panel 10: Item 18 - Project Based Learning Experience 
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Fortunately, data panel 10 shows that in 73% of the cases, the teachers reported a positive 

PBL outcome. Only 10% of the participants who answered this open follow up question 

described their experience with this teaching approach as a negative trial. Therefore, it is 

worth pointing out that the Project Based Learning approach seems to be a valuable method 

which should also be considered for future policy changes. The promotion of this approach 

should not be ignored, but rather extended.  

6.2. Future Prospects 

Obviously, nobody can truly predict how the world and with it the way we live and learn will 

have changed in 20 years from now. Nevertheless, the following items are based on Trilling 

& Fadel‟s Four Question Exercise which they used in order to give their readers a better feel 

for the upcoming developments in education: 

Question #1: What will the world be like twenty or so years from now when your 

child has left school and is out in the world? […] 

Question #2: What skills will your child need to be successful in this world you 

have imagined twenty years from now? 

Question #3: Now think about your own life and the times when you were really 

learning, so much and so deeply, that you would call these the “peak learning 

experiences” of your life. What were the conditions that made your high 

performance learning experiences powerful? […] 

Question #4: What would learning be like if it were designed around your 

answers to the first three questions?  

(Trilling & Fadel 2009: xxx/xxxi) 

For the purpose of this study, the third question about the readers„ personal learning 

experiences was omitted since it would not have contributed crucial enough information. The 

remaining three questions formed part of the questionnaire and elicited some interesting 

insights into the respondents‟ future prospects which will be discussed on the following 

pages.  

6.2.1. The World and Education in 20 Years from now 

The lead-in question of this section required the participants to describe the world as they 

thought it might look like in 2034. As has been done with previous open-ended questions, the 

predictions mentioned by the subjects were assigned to their resultant groups. In total, the 

collected evidence suggested 9 supergroups, which are presented in data panel 11. 



 

 
75 

 

 

Data panel 11: Item 19 - The World in 20 Years from Now 

 

A fairly large group of participants restricted their answers to a single positive or negative 

prospect. When comparing only these two remarks with each other, it is striking that almost 

twice as many participants predict a negative future for this world. Scenarios listed were for 

example a world with „more wars and conflicts‟, „more natural disasters‟, „overpopulation‟ 

and „more stress for less money‟. Some subjects additionally mentioned that they pity today‟s 

young generation for the challenges they will need to deal with in the future. On the bright 

side, positive forecasts included „clean environment‟, „no wars‟, „more value on family‟ and 

„health conscious‟ settings.  

The major specific theme identified in the data is technology. That is to say, the greatest 

number of participants expected new technology to become even more important than it 

already is today. Their perception of this development was dualistic and ranged from a neutral 

description of possible changes to concerning predictions of „isolation of the individual and a 

lack of empathy as a consequence of technological advances‟.  

Other themes mentioned by the subjects were a multicultural futuristic world, the creation of 

yet more unpredictable new jobs and ways of communication. In terms of education, a new 

modular school system which would allow the students to create their individual curriculum, 

and the introduction of online schools were also listed.  
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The second question asked the participants to imagine the world they just predicted and think 

about the skills a citizen would need to thrive in such a setting. The answers given were 

categorized into P21‟s skill sets and the remaining terms were added to the list of items in 

data panel 12 so that a comparison with items on the status quo in education could be made.  

 

 

Data panel 12: Item 20 - Crucial Skills in 20 Years from Now 

The results obtained from this item indicate that Communication and Collaboration is 

expected to play a leading role in the future. 45 per cent think that it will be the most 

important skill to master in order to be a successful citizen in 20 years from now. In reference 

to data panel 4 on the teaching characteristics in today‟s English classes, it needs to be 

pointed out that these also represent the skills Austrian teachers already practice to a great 

extent during their lessons. Also, Social and Cross-Cultural Skills have been proven in the 

same item to be valued by the participants. The most striking result in data extract 19 is the 

absence of any evidence regarding the importance of Information Literacy skills. None of the 

participants mentioned the ability to filter important information and to know where to obtain 

the information one is seeking. It seems possible that the respondents believe that this skill 

will be a given in 20 years from now, or they simply did not think of it as an important factor 
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to consider. Critical Thinking & Problem Solving, Flexibility & Adaptability, ICT-Literacy 

and Initiative & Self-direction were also ranked quite high in comparison to other skills. 

However, this result is not very surprising, since they were also considered to be crucial in 

combination with today‟s needs (see 4.2). Nevertheless, it is noteworthy that the participants 

obviously believe that these skills will continue to form essential parts of a meaningful 

education and thus they should not be forgotten to be incorporated into today‟s lessons as 

well. Three of the suggested competencies did not fit in one of the predetermined definitions 

of P21‟s concept. Therefore, Vocational/Economic Knowledge, General Knowledge and Self 

Confidence have been listed as separate items. According to the participating subjects, 

specialized professional training as well as a good foundation of general knowledge will be of 

an instrumental advantage for its owner. Likewise, being self-confident is also supposed to 

help the future citizens to succeed in their world. The same term came up in previous 

questions concerning the necessary set of skills for students nowadays. One can thus argue 

that self-confidence seems to be a characteristic that teachers make a point of fostering. 

The last question in this section focused on how students will acquire knowledge in the world 

that the participants already predicted in the previous two items.  All of the 11 supergroups 

visualized in the following bar chart were suggested by the participants themselves and were 

mapped onto already defined terms as has been done in preceding charts.  

 

Data panel 13: Item 21 - Learning in 20 Years from Now 
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In general, the distribution of arguments was quite even. However, three ways of learning 

stuck out numerically. For example, 26,18 per cent of the participants believe that 

computerized learning will be a crucial component in this imagined future setting. Therefore 

one can argue that the way people are expected to learn in 20 years from now correlates with 

the prognosis of an increasingly technology based society. It is also noteworthy that 13,74 per 

cent of the respondents think that independent studying and personalized curricula (11, 45%) 

will become progressively essential. This finding is specifically interesting and could 

contribute valuable food for thought to the ongoing discussion of Austria‟s future school 

system.  

When analyzing the information in data panel 13, one has to bear in mind that the majority of 

subjects participating in this study are looking back on a long career as HLW English teacher 

and thus due to their experience, predictions must be taken seriously. These findings 

contribute valuable insight into what the professionals observe in their surroundings. Based 

on their long-term experience in this field, the assumption that less teacher-controlled 

classrooms, flexible hours of schooling in combination with computerized and independent 

world-wide networking studying sounds like a plausible recipe for a 21
st
 century learning 

environment. As is also reflected in the data, traditional teaching methods and school 

elements similar to those nowadays may also be part of this new concept of school.  

6.3. Interpretation of the Results 

Meaningful information has been gathered in the course of this project. The results presented 

on the preceding pages indicate some important trends which could help improve the quality 

and relevance of English teaching in the Austrian HLW classrooms. These findings provide 

further support for the hypothesis that the concept of 21
st
 Century Skills is relevant for the 

Austrian context and that some of the elements are already covered by the teachers. However, 

the results also suggest that skills which do not appeal to the respondents are not executed as 

much as those they personally approve of. One of the skills which should be implemented 

more in the EFL classroom according to the respondents is technology in combination with 

new media literacy. It turns out that the participants are still rather hesitant when it comes to 

the usage of technology and media tools in the foreign language context. In addition, 

Leadership & Responsibility could also be pushed in the English lesson plans a little more 

and one should not forget that self-assessment was found to be lacking ground in Austria‟s 

classes. Then again, competencies such as Self-Direction, Communication & Collaboration 
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and Social & Cross-Cultural Skills were consistently ranked as valuable and well-practiced 

skills in items concerning the status quo as well as future-related questions. According to the 

professional opinion of experienced teachers in the Austrian HLW context, learner autonomy, 

ICT related learning opportunities and the enhancement of individual learner talents are 

amongst those skills that need more promotion in today‟s curricula so that the graduates of the 

future will be well prepared for life. 
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Part 3 - The Implications  

 

 

7. Implications for 21st Century Teaching in Austrian HLW EFL 

Classrooms 

“The significant problems of our time cannot be solved by the same level of thinking that 

created them.”  

- Albert Einstein
24

 

The third and final part of the present thesis focuses on how the results of the research 

presented in the previous part can be adapted for the EFL classroom in Austrian HLW 

schools. Bellanca & Stirling (2011: 17) refer to an evolutionary change model which also 

seems to be the best option for this purpose. They describe this approach as a “step-by-step 

change model in which a school or individual teachers adapt new methods for teaching and 

assessing one at a time”. They argue that “the move to 21
st
 century skills is gradual” and 

therefore, the transformation from current teaching habits to a modernized 21
st
 century 

appropriate school setting will also take time. Trilling & Fadel (2009: 38) tried to visualize 

this gradual shift and came up with a scale which tries to balance traditional approaches with 

21
st
 century themes.  

 

Figure 5: 21
st
 Century Learning Balance (Trilling & Fadel 2009: 38)  

                                                 
24

 Quote taken from: http://www.wisdomquotes.com/quote/albert-einstein-73.html (Accessed May 2014) 

http://www.wisdomquotes.com/quote/albert-einstein-73.html
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In figure 5 one can see that teacher-directed classes, for example, should rotate with student-

centered lessons. Theory is supposed to be practiced and learning for school and grades 

should at best be exchanged with learning for life centered activities et cetera. In order to 

facilitate this exact transformation for interested teachers, example activities which are 

supposed to function as a starting point for lesson plans will be suggested in this section. 

Some of these tasks were taken from literature specialized in 21
st
 century exercises, the 

internet or inspired by traditional tasks and adapted to the purpose at hand. It should quickly 

become clear that a lot of these activities are far from complicated, but easy to apply to a 

regular foreign language class. Furthermore, the exercises were assigned to the skills group 

according to the most prominent skill needed to perform the task. However, usually there are 

several 21
st
 Century Skills involved in one activity and one can also adapt and change content 

to adjust the tasks to the language level needed.  

Since the findings of the survey presented in Part 2 of this thesis illustrated that there is a lack 

of new technology tools and media usage in Austrian HLW EFL classes, the exercises 

proposed mainly focus on these skills. In addition, the shortage of activities targeting 

information and media literacy has been taken into consideration, and tasks which combine 

both the integration of ICT as well as the ability to deal with a vast amount of information and 

new media were preferred over activities proved to already be in practice. The first step in this 

process is getting to know the students and their needs. Experience will demonstrate the 

learners‟ abilities, what the learners contribute to the learning environment and which skills 

the learners need to practice. Then, tracking sheets help teachers visualize the balanced 

implementation of 21
st
 Century Skills. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Tracking Integration of 21
st
 Century Skills Sheet (Beers 2011: 29)  
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Figure 6 provides an example of such a tracking sheet
25

. Here, the teachers mark the skills 

they have already considered in their lesson plans. It is the most efficient way to make sure 

that each unit in the course book reviews all the 21
st
 Century Skills. Some skills are 

implemented naturally while others require conscious effort to integrate into meaningful 

activities. However, reflecting on planning habits and adapting them for future English 

lessons is a beneficial and direct method to initiate the transformation process towards 21
st
 

century education. 

7.1. Critical Thinking and Problem Solving 

Critical Thinking activities often pair with Information Literacy skills. One naturally needs to 

access data first before a critical evaluation is possible and the following task provides an 

example of such an activity.  Beers proposes (2011: 56-58) a „Based on the Facts„ exercise to 

practice critical thinking skills. The task asks students to categorize gathered information on a 

given topic into two groups: facts and opinions. First, a brainstorming task illustrates the pre-

knowledge of the students. Also, the distinction between a fact and an opinion needs to be 

defined, either by the teacher or elicited from the class. Then, the learners research the topic 

and related information on the Internet, take notes and write down the citation. This activity 

could be done as an individual-, group- or for homework. Once the students have their 

information sheets
26

 the following questions recommended by the author should be discussed 

in class: 

   -  How did you determine what was a fact versus what was opinion?  

   -  How could you double-check facts if you were unsure?  

  -  Describe your thinking as you arrived at your conclusion.  

                           Which facts were   most influential in your thinking process?  

   -  Do you think your own biases or opinions influenced the facts you selected? 

                        Why or why not?  

               (Beers 2011: 57) 

 In general, the adolescents develop an awareness of the distinction between facts and 

opinions, which subsequently allows them to critically evaluate information from different 

sources. The theme of this activity is also connected to Media Literacy. By thinking 

critically, the students become aware of the influence todays‟ media has on their points of 

view and beliefs. Therefore, this skill should be practiced in every class.  

                                                 
25 See the appendix for a master copy of this template 

26 See the appendix for a master copy designed by Beers (2011: 58) 
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 Problem solving activities are usually associated with mathematics in the school context, but 

there are still meaningful activities that tackle obstacles the learners are facing in the foreign 

language classroom. One common problem that can and should be discussed is test anxiety. 

Marzano & Heflebower‟s checklist on this issue represents one possible method to introduce 

this topic to the students.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7: Test anxiety checklist (Marzano & Heflebower 2012:  149) 

There are different symptoms given on the sheet that the students might recognize. The 

teachers can use the handout in various ways. First, In order to practice group work, the 

statements can be discussed in teams, requesting each team to come up with strategies to 

overcome test anxiety. Also, the handout can be used as a survey sheet, which would prove to 

the class mates that they are not alone in their fear of failure. Then, in pairs or groups, the 

learners come up with problem solving strategies. For example, learners answer questions like 

“What could they do to overcome the fear of tests and competitive situations?”. Pupils who 

enjoy the thrill of competitive challenges should be given the opportunity to explain their 

point of view and to share their experiences with their peers. Later, the answers of all groups 

should be collected on the board. The teacher may add more suggestions to the list. Marzano 

& Heflebower recommend (2012: 150) a template they adapted from the Tennessee 

Department of Education. It discusses problem solving strategies concerning the preparation 

phase before a test, the phase during test taking and what the phase after test taking in order to 

decrease their test anxiety. While practicing this real life problem solving skill, the pupils also 

develop collaboration skills. Sharing their ideas in groups and supporting the students 

suffering from test anxiety influences the class dynamics positively. The teachers, however, 
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must be aware of their role as peacekeepers during this type of activity. A safe learning 

environment can only be implemented if the teachers make sure that the class mates respect 

each others‟ perspectives and do not make fun of their colleagues‟ weaknesses.  

 

Figure 8: How to deal with test anxiety (Marzano & Heflebower 2012: 150) 

7.2. Communications, Information, and Media Literacy 

Distinct communication opportunities already form a major part of the EFL classroom. The 

findings from part 2 support this claim. However, the evolution of online tools provides a 
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variety of new opportunities for a communicative classroom. For example, mailvu.com is an 

online audio tool that allows the learners to send recordings to the teacher‟s mail account. 

Sales pitches, dictations or read aloud activities are only some examples of the 

communicative possibilities this webpage offers. Such a tool holds various benefits. It is a fun 

and different kind of homework for the students, which allows them to produce target 

language output, practice and, most importantly, receive direct and individual feedback from 

the teacher. Especially for shy students who do not enjoy participating in class, recording, 

deleting and recording until they are satisfied with their output could increase communication 

confidence in the target language. This particular audio tool also offers a self-destruction 

feature to ensure that the teachers or peers do not upload the video clips that are solely 

produced for language learning purposes. 

Such dealing with privacy issues leads to another crucial theme in this context. Raising 

awareness for the appropriate utilization of media and information comprises an essential part 

of this skill cluster, which, as has the survey proved, is often ignored by EFL teachers. Media 

safety, social media ethics or plagiarism were found to be inadequately presented in Austrian 

schools. In this respect, Bellanca & Stirling recommend (2011: 67) that schools start by 

defining an effective policy every member of the learning community has to follow. 

Concerning this matter, it also has to be mentioned that it is not only the students who need to 

learn how to work with the Internet. It is crucial that teachers know the consequences and 

rules regarding the publication of pictures of minor students, homework, curious test answers 

or posts about their students on their private social media sites. So far, there are no official 

laws on this topic, and therefore it is the school‟s obligation to have both students and 

teachers comply with a developed, reasonable framework for digital communication and 

interaction. Concerning the students‟ online behavior, a contract for digital citizens could be a 

meaningful discussion opener (Crockett, Jukes & Churches 2011: 83/84)
27

. Such a contract 

should include rules on how to protect your information, interactions with others and others‟ 

online property. In addition, it should emphasize the importance of respecting and protecting 

oneself, others and others‟ intellectual property in the World Wide Web. The awareness of 

plagiarism, what it is and how it can be avoided as well as possible consequences for ignoring 

its rules, should subsequently be raised. Web pages such as plagiarism.com/ teaching.htm 

offer tutorials on how to teach this topic. Sources like mediaawareness.ca support the teachers 

                                                 
27

 See the appendix for a master copy designed by Crocket, Jukes & Churches 
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with fun activities for the students to grow accustomed to questioning what the media presents 

as the absolute truth. The exploration of these homepages could also be part of an online 

homework. The students‟ findings can then be discussed in class. 

                   

Figure 9: Student guidelines for successful Internet searching (Marzano & Heflebower 2012: 39) 

Dealing with the vast amount of information is another important factor. The depth of the 

Internet can be disorienting. One link leads to another and suddenly, precious hours have 

passed without actually having worked on the assigned task. Figure 9 shows a possible 

handout which provides information literacy guidelines and strategies to work efficiently 

online. The constant accessibility of information has made us less effective. Therefore, tasks 

that identify the core arguments and the reliability of sources are of high value in the 21
st
 

century education as they help tackle this development and support the students‟ focus. As the 

results of the survey have shown, the EFL classroom usually ignores this matter, although an 

English course would provide the perfect ground for practicing communication, information 
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and media literacy due to its natural focus on language and distinct media conveying it.  

7.3. Collaboration, Teamwork, and Leadership 

Similar to the audio tool presented in the last section, voxopop.com or vyew.com provide 

additional opportunities for online group work. In a private conversation, the members of a 

group can agree on a certain time and then meet for a live conversation or contribute with a 

recorded clip to the project. Since this type of activity asks the students to organize 

themselves, it is also beneficial for the development of the learners‟ self-reliance and 

leadership skills. Blogs or e-learning platforms are supplementary collaboration aids. There, 

the students can post their ideas, outcomes, progress sheets or general homework. A 

prerequisite for such online-based tasks is that the teachers need to feel comfortable working 

with this online tool. Bellanca and Stirling (2011: 38) see a variety of possible applications for 

the school setting. 

 

Figure 10:  Differentiating Instruction with a Classroom Blog (Bellanca and Stirling: 2011: 38) 

Figure 10 exhibits the examples the authors proposed with regard to collaboration via a 

classroom blog. Teachers could post fun or interesting videos, news or games for the learners 

so that the learners‟ concepts of English transform from solely school related towards real-life 

application. Also, information necessary for homework, notes for parents or even grades can 

be made accessible for the students. Wikispaces.com is an example of an educational online 

platform. Via tutorials, the teachers can quickly learn how to set up a useful wiki. Besides 

working on collaboration skills within a class or school community, collaborating with online 

school networks on a global scale is another method to expand the teamwork radius. (see 

6.7.). 
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Greenstein, an experienced teacher who mainly investigates 21
st
 century adequate assessment 

techniques, sees a variety of opportunities to incorporate leadership supporting tasks into the 

classroom. She argues (2012: 153) that daily responsibilities in the classroom or within a 

group project is a good approach to teach the students accountability. Also, according to the 

expert, community service projects that connect school with real life learning should be 

considered in 21
st
 century curricula. Greenstein asserts that providing the learners with real 

life projects benefits their leadership and responsibility skills. 

                                          

Figure 11: Leadership and Responsibility Log (Greenstein 2012: 155) 

In order to be able to assess the progress concerning this skill, Greenstein designed a template 

for a leadership self-evaluation log entry. As figure 11 illustrates, the students reflect on their 

learning progress and add examples of their findings and development. In the English 

classroom, leadership could also be practiced by improving oral presentation techniques. 

Body language as well as confidence with the target language are crucial factors for such 

activities. 
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Figure 12: Checklist for a Presentation (Greenstein 2012: 55) 

In this respect, providing constructive feedback for peers or accepting others‟ critiques are 

important experiences to mold leadership skills. Figure 12 suggests a number of points that 

make up a feedback sheet. By making the students reflect on specific elements of a 

presentation, the students will learn and adapt their future speeches accordingly. Especially 

for language learners with a limited range of vocabulary, speaking in front of others creates 

fear and anxiety. Therefore, regular practice opportunities are very important since oral 

communication in the target language could also become an important part of their future 

employments. Additionally, this type of activity is tied to responsibility as well as self-

direction, collaboration and teamwork, which are all valuable employment skills. To support 

the students in their development, it is highly recommended to establish a positive learning 

environment where the learners can practice these types of skills. To do so, the teachers have 

to function as role models by explicitly modeling and teaching these skills through the 

activities mentioned above. For example, teachers should collaborate with their colleagues, 

provide feedback and be open to constructive feedback. Solving problems together, sharing 

teaching materials and respecting each other‟s points of view should be part of their skill sets 

as well. 

7.4. Creativity and Innovation 

Recent research in Austrian classrooms (Rohacek 2013) has shown that whenever students are 

asked to use their imagination they are more creative and less hesitant in their use of language 
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because expressing themselves becomes more important to them than the risk of making 

mistakes. Music and visual input can be used to increase the use of creativity as a teaching 

strategy. For example, rap songs that are classroom appropriate are often full of metaphors 

and culture specific references the teacher can use to let the learners interpret what the artist 

wanted to express. Such an activity also aligns with media literacy. Often young adults do not 

think about what they listen to on the radio or what a song is about because they only focus on 

the melody. By letting them explore the lyrics of popular songs, the students‟ motivation to 

understand the English texts might consequently increase. A more visual approach would be 

to use short films in the language classroom. film-english.com offers a lot of free video clips 

with pre-designed lesson plans ready to be downloaded and used. To activate the students‟ 

imagination, short films can first be presented without sound. Here the learners get the 

opportunity to interpret what they see and come up with a storyline. videonot.es provides 

additional aid. This webpage was created to add synchronized notes to the video clip. The 

students can describe what they see or make of a scene and add a comment in the according 

time slot. Without the guidance of audio support, such as music or narrative, a storyline can 

be interpreted differently and the teachers can use this individuality to their advantage. If time 

allows, such an activity can be expanded further. shotclip.com and loopster.com, for example, 

offer movie editing tools which allow the students to produce their own video. Again, real life 

related tasks would improve the benefits of such a task furthermore. Creating a product, like 

cutting a promotion clip for a company or class project, is an activity where students innovate, 

produce and prove to be ICT-literate. Creativity and innovation skills in the English 

classroom do not necessarily need to be implemented in combination with new technologies. 

However, the Internet does offer a lot of additional learning opportunities not available in 

traditional classrooms, and therefore should be considered in a 21
st
 century classroom. 

7.5. Computing and ICT-Literacy 

Computing and ICT-Literacy skills have become essential parts of everyday life. Therefore, it 

is crucial that schools provide up-to-date technology and competent instructors to prepare the 

learners for the challenges of this century. Fast Internet, new presentation tools and an 

effective school policy regarding the handling of online ethics should be standard in every 

educational institution. It is also highly important that the teachers know how to use the 

opportunities new technologies have to offer. 
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Figure 13: Technology Tools (Greenstein 2012: 131) 

 

Greenstein (2012: 131) visualized her classroom ideas for a technology-based learning 

environment and unsurprisingly, communication constitutes the most prominent theme (see 

figure 13). Social networking in a local, global or virtual context can be integrated into the 

foreign language course as well as producing, sharing or publishing creative texts. Such 

activities can all be supported by new technology tools as Greenstein suggests. To begin with, 

web pages such as teach-ict.com provide a lot of basic ideas, tutorials and background 

information teachers can use to improve their own ICT-literacy skills. Furthermore, free apps, 

which can be downloaded onto phones or laptops, offer additional help for the teachers as 

well as for the students. GradeBookPro for example, offers many convenient assessment tools 

for instructors. Attendance, assignments and test results can be checked easily and made 

available to the students at any time. Bellanca & Stirling (2011:48) argue that new technology 

holds great benefits for modern teachers. They claim that once the teachers know how to work 

with such tools, the teachers can save a lot of time because the software calculates summative 

grades automatically. Besides, apps that help with lesson planning and grading, like edmodo, 

represent the communicative aspect of new technology. This app can also be downloaded for 

free and depicts a safe, education friendly alternative to Facebook groups. The teachers can 
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post what they think the students should watch for fun or even as part of some homework or 

group work. In addition to supplementary school related apps, the number of tools designed 

for the private and individual use of young adults is increasing. MyWordBook2 is such an 

application. The British Council created it, and it allows learners to improve their vocabulary 

with an interactive notebook that offers a variety of study support for English learners. They 

can add words they have to study for school, add pictures, share their flashcards with peers or 

practice vocabulary categorization in different levels or topics. Voxy is another interesting 

app. It claims to personalize lessons according to the needs of the subscriber. It offers live 

tutoring classes with native speakers, preparation for achievement tests, daily updated real life 

news at different proficiency levels and other target language material chosen for the 

individual learner according to the learner‟s personal interests and learning goals.  

Teachers do not necessarily need to implement such applications into their lesson plans. 

However, pointing out to the learners that there are fun and free learning opportunities online 

does not pose any threats to the learner‟s continued education and can therefore be 

recommended to them. An alternative possibility would be to assign groups to different 

learning apps. The groups would explore their learning app and discuss their findings in class. 

With regard to ICT-Literacy in the English classroom, it is particularly important that teachers 

keep an open mind to these new developments. The implementation of any new technology 

tools are not considered failures in the classroom even if it does not work. The teachers must 

always consider impartiality when exploring new technology in the classroom and experiment 

with it. As the results of the survey confirm, the students appreciate the effort of a teacher 

who obviously leaves the comfort zone of a traditional classroom for the students‟ benefit. 

The students of the 21
st
 century acquire knowledge in a different way than previous 

generations did, and Computing and ICT-Literacy form a fundamental part of their learning 

habits. 

7.6. Career and Learning Self-reliance 

This section addresses the question of how teachers can support EFL learners in the classroom 

so that they can become career and learner self-reliant individuals. Scharle & Szabó (2000: 4) 

argue that “in order to foster learner autonomy, we clearly need to develop a sense of 

responsibility and also, encourage learners to take an active part in making decisions about 

their learning”. Therefore, it is important that 21st century teachers are aware of their role as 

coaches who simultaneously offer guidance when necessary and let students leave their 



 

 
93 

 

comfort zones to grow and become responsible decision makers of their own. They conclude 

(2000: 5) that “learner responsibility can really only develop if you allow more room for 

learner involvement” and suggest a gradual, instead of an abrupt and dramatic change, in the 

teacher role. In other words, the learners‟ freedom in making decisions on their own should 

grow gradually from small decisions about self-reliant actions. Progress sheets and self-

assessment sheets are valuable exercises the learners should grow accustomed to from day 

one at a HLW school. Pre-tasks could additionally involve the setting of goals. Bellanca 

provides an example of a possible goal chart (2009: 277). 

Figure 14: Goal Chart Example (Bellanca 2009: 277) 

Figure 14 shows the learners are asked to not simply state a goal but also to think about the 

prerequisites needed, their motivation behind it and their personal deadline. Setting long-term 

goals could as well be taught in connection with the planning of a career. Marzano & 

Heflebower (2012: 135/136) suggest an activity called Positive Possible Selves. The variety 

of how to implement this task into the EFL classroom ranges from providing positive 

examples of people who had to overcome major obstacles to fulfill their life dreams to face-

to-face interviews with interesting people who are successful in different fields of expertise. 

However in this respect, teachers can also flip classes and assign research tasks to the learners 

asking them what they would need to do in order to reach their preset goals. They should find 
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out on their own what kind of education, courses or training they would need to succeed. 

Using the flipped-class teaching approach allows the students to browse through their 

resources conveniently at home. Once they have collected all the information necessary, the 

students can discuss their results in class and support each other in their progress. 

Health is another important issue the students should recognize. Nowadays, career skills are 

often associated with a healthy lifestyle focused on a balance between work and life. It has 

become a crucial skill to know how to treat the body and mind in order to achieve a happy but 

economically successful life. Especially in Austrian HLW schools, students are fortunate to 

have nutrition science classes, which include learning how to prepare healthy food from 

scratch as part of the official curricula. In the EFL classroom, course books also cover these 

topics, like nutritious food and healthy diets. The teachers, however, could connect the theory 

with real life practice by experimenting with health progress sheets or journals the students 

have to keep for a specific time. 

           

Figure 15: Health Goals Reflection Sheet (Bellanca 2009: 141) 

Figure 15 illustrates a template created by Bellanca (2009: 141). Here the students have to set 

health goals and then take notes on whether they achieved these goals or not. By this method, 

everything they cover on that topic in class can be put into practice at home. Obviously, it will 

not be possible for the teacher to control student behavior while at home, but the young adults 

might at least have practiced writing and such a task and its content can always be extended to 

further text formats. By providing the opportunity to practice this type of writing task, the 

teachers ensure that students receive preparation to extend this type of writing to other areas 

of life. In general, the objective concerning the development of Career & Self-Reliance Skills 

in the EFL classroom is that the students should improve their language skills via health and 

work related content. Additional technology tools can be used for this purpose, such as blog 

entries or open social media conversations to transform this health challenge into an 
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attractive, entertaining activity for the students. 

7.7. Cross-cultural Understanding 

Implementing Cross-Cultural Skills into the foreign language classroom is not a new idea, as 

the research results in this paper indicate that it is done frequently. However, some teaching 

ideas can still be added here. For example, Bellanca & Stirling (2011: 65) provides a list of 

international networks helps improve this set of skills with their partners through 

collaboration. 

 

Figure 16: Online School Networks for Global Investigations (Bellanca & Stirling 2011:65) 

Organizations such as UNICEF‟s Voices of Youth give in-school and out-of-school youth 

activists the opportunity to work as reporters by contributing their opinions to debates on 

pressing transnational topics (www.voicesofyouth.org). Contact with adolescents from other 

countries and discussions of important issues with them should consequently have a positive 

impact on the development of cross-cultural understanding. Since all of the 28 international 

networks listed in Figure 16 are in English, exploring their purpose and services would also 
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be a meaningful activity for the EFL classroom. In addition, individual interested students or a 

class as a whole could participate actively in international projects or write texts for these 

webpages. In these activities, the learners will simultaneously improve their English language 

skills and their Cross-cultural Understanding competence. Once a contact is made with other 

schools, international Skype dates could follow to support a communicative English lesson. 

Getting to know another culture in the 21
st
 century does not mean that the learners study 

stereotypical descriptions of habits and people living in a specific country. Rather, a variety of 

people representing their culture can widen the students‟ horizons by interacting through 

online and digital mediums. New technology tools are a great aid when it comes to keeping in 

touch with people from the other side of the world, and they should be used accordingly to 

enrich the learners‟ development. 
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8. Conclusion 

At first sight, the notion of 21
st
 Century Skills in education might have seemed like an 

idealized American conception of learners who are thought to become happy, responsible and 

economically successful citizens. These ideal future graduates of higher education schools are 

supposed to meet all the complex challenges of life, become productive and creative workers 

for the country‟s economy and, at the same time, live a fulfilling and happy life. However, 

throughout the course of this thesis the power of the 7Cs‟ (Critical Thinking & Problem 

Solving, Communications, Collaboration, Creativity, Computing, Career & Learning Self-

reliance and Cross-cultural understanding) simplicity should have been revealed. Most 

importantly, it should have become obvious that the concept of 21
st
 Century Skills is a 

comprehensible one which every teacher can adapt accordingly to the needs of their students 

and gradually transform the traditional classroom into an appropriate modern learning 

environment.  

The research part of this thesis supported the hypothesis that the innovative teaching approach 

defined by the Partnership for 21
st
 Century Skills is highly relevant and applicable to the 

Austrian EFL context. Furthermore, evidence has been found that ICT as well as Information 

and Media Literacy are not represented sufficiently so far. Overall this topic was not familiar 

to the majority of the 131 participants of this survey, but they proved to be open-minded to 

the testing of innovative teaching material and approaches. The presentation of modifiable 

example activities might then serve as food for thought for the readers and hopefully also 

inspire them to continue exploring the possibilities and opportunities which come with the 

practice of the 21
st
 Century Skills.  

On a final note it should be stressed that we have arrived in the knowledge era, which requires 

all individuals to become life-long learners in order to keep up with the fast pace of 

innovation and development that comes with it. As teachers, role-models and learning 

coaches it is part of our job description to understand how today‟s learners acquire knowledge 

and adapt our teaching methods accordingly. We have to become information literate 

ourselves, look into the newest computerized learning aids and figure out how to find a life 

work balance which allows us to continue being learners as well. The duration of the journey 

to adequate nationwide 21
st
 century education in Austria is dependent on various parties, but 

one should not underestimate the power of a motivated teacher who, within his/her means, 



 

 
98 

 

does her/his best to prepare today‟s adolescents for the work and life challenges ahead of 

them. 
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Skill Link Description 

Information Literacy http://www.plagiarism.com/teac

hing.htm 

Learn what plagiarism is, how to 

detect and how to avoid it 

Media Literacy www.mediaawareness.ca free online game tutorials, 

collection of additional links 

Media Literacy http://www.freedocumentary.tv online resource for learning and 

watching documentaries 

Communication  www.mailvu.com record and e-mail your video 

clips 

Collaboration, Teamwork and 

Leadership 

www.voxopop.com voice-based e-learning tools to 
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Collaboration, Teamwork and 

Leadership 

http://vyew.com/s/ 

 

provides visual workspaces for 

individuals or teams 

Collaboration, Teamwork and 

Leadership 
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video clips 

Creativity & Innovation http://www.shotclip.com create and share videos with this 

link 

Creativity & Innovation http://www.loopster.com simple video editing site 

Creativity & Innovation http://film-

english.com/2013/09/04/my-

shoes/ 

lesson plans based on short 
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Computing & ICT Literacy www.teach-ict.com tutorials, teaching ideas, 

material for teachers 

Computing & ICT Literacy www.edmodo.com safe social networking 

especially created for the school 

context 

Computing & ICT Literacy www.collaborizeclassroom.com/ collaborative education platform 

Cross-Cultural Understanding www.skype.com video calls 

Cross-Cultural Understanding www.tokbox.com video calls 
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