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УДК: 378.011.3-051.091.322.7:81“20”                                       Original research paper

TEACHERS’ KNOWLEDGE AND INCORPORATION OF THE 
21ST CENTURY SKILLS IN LANGUAGE TEACHING

Emin Idrizi1

1 Faculty of Education, International Balkan University - Skopje 
e.idrizi@ibu.edu.mk

Abstract: The 21st century skills, also known as 4Cs, are considered key skills that 
learners need to acquire and master throughout their education since they are expected to 
empower and help them thrive and succeed in profession and career. These skills are gradually 
and increasingly covered in foreign language teaching and learning materials, such as language 
learning textbooks, and they are meant to be mastered along with standard language skills. 
However, since language teachers may lack sufficient education and training on these skills 
and ways they are incorporated in language teaching (Halvorsen, 2018), this study aimed to 
investigate and explore language teachers’ awareness and knowledge of the 21st century skills 
as well as to investigate whether teacher professional development in the area is needed. 
The study adopted a survey research design while a questionnaire was utilized as a data 
collection instrument. Participants included high school teachers working in public schools 
in North Macedonia. The findings suggest that teachers in general have some knowledge and 
confidence in teaching 21st century skills, but further professional development is necessary 
to ensure the skills are fully integrated into language instruction. 

Keywords: 21st century skills, high schools, language teachers, language teaching, 
professional development

1. Introduction
The importance of 21st century skills and the need for their incorporation in 

contemporary education has been increasingly highlighted in the last two decades. For 
instance, the National Education Association (2015) stresses the fact that the standard 
skills, such as reading and writing, are not sufficient in the today’s global workforce 
and that “if today’s students want to compete in this global society…they must also 
be proficient communicators, creators, critical thinkers, and collaborators (the “Four 
Cs”)” (p. 5). According to the association, this can be achieved by complementing 
the core subject areas, such as the arts, science, foreign languages, etc., with the 
21st century skills. Similarly, Binkley et al. (2012) hold that in the new age students 
shall possess more than previous expectations of fundamental skills and knowledge; 
that includes advanced thinking abilities, various approaches to problem-solving, and 
effective communication and collaborations skills, which will be essential for their 
success in both personal and professional life. The 21st century skills typically include 
critical thinking, communication, collaboration, and creativity.
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Critical thinking is seen as a key skill for learners in educational settings and 
beyond. Collins and O’Brien (2003) define critical thinking as “the ability to use 
higher-level thinking processes to search for meaning in an action or event” (p. 87). In 
education, these higher order thinking processes are considered a must in order to have 
learners engage in more advanced learning and beyond the basic learning abilities, such 
as remembering and memorizing. According to Partnership for 21st Century Learning 
(2019), critical thinking encompasses important thinking processes, such as analysis, 
evaluation, and synthesis, among others, which are considered useful competencies 
in learners. For instance, Liaw (2007) found that critical thinking can help learners 
develop language proficiency. In addition to benefits in education, critical thinking 
is also thought to bring many profits to the learners in their lives beyond education, 
such as it may help them in employment, communication, networking, as well as can 
empower them in society.  

Communication is another essential competence learners are expected to 
develop. Communication entails having the ability to express views and ideas 
in all forms successfully; being able to listen effectively; having the ability to 
communicate for various purposes; being able to use various technologies and media 
in communication; and having the ability to communicate in various contexts (the 
Partnership for 21st Century Learning, 2019). Communication plays a central role 
in language classroom, considering that the ultimate goal of language teaching and 
learning is for learners to be able to communicate. In almost all language teaching 
approaches and methods that have emerged in the last several decades, the major 
aim has been to develop communication and fluency in learners (Larsen-Freeman & 
Anderson, 2011). 

Collaboration refers to “an action where two or more learners pool knowledge, 
resources and expertise from different sources in order to reach a common goal” 
(Scoular et. al, 2020, p. 2). Collaboration as a skill has a special role in contemporary 
education, considering the fact that there is hardly any method or coursebook 
that does not include collaborative activities or cooperative learning (Johnson & 
Johnson, 2008). The skill has a sound foundation in Sociocultural Theory. According 
to Vygotsky (1978, as cited in Hubbard & Levy, 2016), learning takes place more 
effectively in social interactions as opposed to learning through individual effort. In 
addition to helping learners in the learning process as well as improving their cognitive 
development (Zhang, 1998), collaboration is also seen as a vital competence in one’s 
career. According to O’Neil et al. (2003), in a global world and workplace one must 
work in groups or with others. 

Finally, creativity is considered an additional key 21st century skill that has 
considerable relevance in the new era. It is defined as “the ability or power to create 
with originality, innovation, self-expression, and imagination” (Collins and O’Brien, 
2003, p. 85). According to Richards (2013), creativity can enhance learning in 
various ways: it is an effective approach to engaging learners in the learning process; 
it can improve students’ motivation as well as boost their self-esteem; it is believed 
that it is closely associated with levels of attainment in SLA. Besides the benefits in 
educational and language learning settings, creativity is also considered an important 
lifelong skill. For instance, it is increasingly becoming part of job descriptions and 
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a must in the workplace (Maggitti, 2013); it can contribute to improving societies 
(Richards, 2013), to name just a few. 

Despite the many benefits that 21st century skills can offer to language learners, 
language educators may still hesitate or avoid integrating these skills in their teaching.  
As Halvorsen (2018) rightly points out, many teachers may not have enough 
competencies as well as ideas on their practical implementation in the teaching and 
learning process. This may be a bigger issue in developing countries considering that 
English teachers may not have been equipped with sufficient theoretical and practical 
knowledge on what these skills entail and how they are embedded in the standard 
language teaching content.  

The current study, therefore, aimed to investigate English teachers’ awareness 
and knowledge of the 21st century skills as well as to evaluate the extent to which they 
are able to incorporate them in their language teaching. 

Two research questions guided the present study:
1. What is the teachers’ level of understanding or knowledge of the 21st century 

skills and how confident are they in teaching them to foreign language 
learners?

2. Do teachers need further support and training on the 4Cs and ways they are 
incorporated in language teaching? 

2. Methodology
This study adopted a survey research design, and it is mainly quantitative 

research. The participants for the study included 38 English secondary school teachers 
from various public schools in several major cities in North Macedonia, including the 
capital city, Skopje. 

A questionnaire was used as a data collection instrument for the purpose of 
answering the research questions. The questionnaire consisted of seventeen items, 
of which eleven were multiple choice items, two yes/no questions, and fours open-
ended questions. The multiple-choice items mainly included rating items as well as 
Likert Scale items using a scale from ‘strongly agree’ to ‘strongly disagree’. The 
questionnaire was created electronically using Google Forms. 

The questionnaire was delivered to the participants via email or a link and a one-
week period was provided to be filled out. After the completion of the questionnaire 
and the process of collecting the data, the responses were mainly processed and 
analyzed statistically with the help of SPSS. Namely, the data was imported in SPSS 
via an Excel sheet from Google Form and then a descriptive statistics analysis was 
carried out. 

3. Results
In this section the survey results will be introduced and analyzed using 

quantitative methods, except a brief qualitative analysis of remarks the participants 
provided during the survey. As SPSS was used to analyze the responses of the 
participants, tables and charts extracted from the platform will be used during the 
analysis. 

The participants were asked about whether they have any formal education on 
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the 21st century skills, that is, as a unit or as a part of a methodology course during 
their studies. The question was a yes/no question and respondents were asked to 
select one response. As the results in Table 1 below show, the majority of the teachers 
(78.9%) reported that the four skills had been addressed during their studies, while 
the rest responded negatively. 

Statistics
Formal Education  

N Valid 38
Missing 0

Formal Education

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative 

Percent

Valid
Yes 30 78.9 78.9 78.9
No 8 21.1 21.1 100.0

Total 38 100.0 100.0

Table 1. Teachers’ responses on their education on 4Cs

The participants were also asked to report on the number of professional 
development opportunities they had received in which the four skills had been 
addressed. The question was a yes/no question and respondents were asked to select 
one response. The results (Table 2) indicate that the vast majority of the teachers 
(84.2%) had attended such training in 4Cs, while the rest had not had such an 
opportunity.  

Statistics
Participation in training  

N Valid 38
Missing 0

Participation in training

Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative 

Percent

Valid
Yes 32 84.2 84.2 84.2
No 6 15.8 15.8 100.0

Total 38 100.0 100.0

Table 2. Teachers’ responses on whether they have received any training on 4Cs

The participants who answered affirmatively to the aforementioned question 
were asked to provide a number of trainings they had attended. As the figures in 
Table 3 indicate, only twenty-two participants provided valid numbers for this 
item. It is important to mention that some responses that did not indicate a specific 
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number or were considered ambiguous, such as “many“ and “plenty“, were excluded, 
while some other response boxes were left blank, which explains the low number of 
responses (32 responses in total were expected in this item). The descriptive statistics 
show that the teachers had attended an average of almost four trainings in which the 
21st century skills had been addressed.   

  
Descriptive Statistics

N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation
Number of 
trainings 22 1.00 7.00 3.8182 2.03859

Valid N (listwise) 22

Table 3. The mean for the number of trainings respondents reported to have attended 

Provided with multiple choice questions, the participants were asked to mark 
the level of their knowledge and understanding of the 4Cs individually. Each 
multiple-choice question (with single-select option) had four items which aimed to 
indicate the teachers’ level of knowledge; these included: “advanced knowledge“, 
“average knowledge“, “little knowledge“ and “no knowledge“. As the figures below 
indicate, nearly all the answers selected are either “advanced knowledge“ or “average 
knowledge“ for each skill. When it comes to the teachers’ knowledge of critical 
thinking, the statistics show that most of the participants (57.9%) reported to have 
average knowledge of the skill, although the difference does not seem to be very 
significant compared to those who reported to have advanced knowledge. The figures 
contrast when it comes to the teachers’ knowledge of communication. Namely, 
nearly three quarters of the respondents (73.7%) reported that they have advanced 
knowledge of the skill, while the rest reported to have an average knowledge. Nearly 
two thirds of the respondents reported to have advanced knowledge of collaboration, 
whereas the remaining one third reported to have average knowledge. The respondents 
were nearly equally split when it comes to creativity. Namely, just over half of the 
participants reported to have advanced knowledge of creativity and the rest reported 
to have average knowledge. Something important to point out is that from the overall 
results in this section, it is evident that teachers have more advanced knowledge 
of communication as a skill as compared to other skills, which is then followed by 
collaboration.

Statistics
Knowledge 
of critical 
thinking

Knowledge of 
communication

Knowledge of 
collaboration

Knowledge of 
creativity

N Valid 38 38 38 38
Missing 0 0 0 0

TEACHERS’ KNOWLEDGE AND INCORPORATION OF THE 
21ST CENTURY SKILLS IN LANGUAGE TEACHING
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Knowledge of critical thinking

Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 
Percent

Valid

Advanced 
knowledge 16 42.1 42.1 42.1

Average knowledge 22 57.9 57.9 100.0
Total 38 100.0 100.0

Knowledge of communication
Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent

Valid

Advanced 
knowledge 28 73.7 73.7 73.7

Average knowledge 10 26.3 26.3 100.0
Total 38 100.0 100.0

Knowledge of collaboration
Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent

Valid

Advanced 
knowledge 23 60.5 60.5 60.5

Average knowledge 14 36.8 36.8 97.4
Little knowledge 1 2.6 2.6 100.0

Total 38 100.0 100.0

Knowledge of creativity
Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent

Valid

Advanced 
knowledge 20 52.6 52.6 52.6

Average knowledge 18 47.4 47.4 100.0
Total 38 100.0 100.0

Table 4. The teachers’ level of knowledge and understanding of the four skills separately

Similar to the set of questions about teachers’ knowledge of 4Cs, another 
set of questions aimed to explore teachers’ confidence in teaching the same skills 
individually. The questions were multiple choice (with single-select option) and each 
question consisted of five choices, ranging from “very confident“ to “not confident“. 
As Table 5 below shows, the most selected options were either “very confident“ or 
“confident“, while only a small and insignificant percentage of participants opted for 
“not sure“ in each question. The data shows that the majority of participants reported 
to be “very confident“ in teaching critical thinking skills, although the figures do 
not show a very significant difference when compared to those who reported to be 
“confident“. The same can be said for communication and collaboration, although for 
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the latter, most of the responses were “confident“ as compared to those who opted 
for “very confident“. The figures contrast when it comes to the teachers’ confidence 
in teaching creativity. Namely, a more significant number of respondents (55.3%) 
reported to be very confident in teaching creativity, while the rest reported to be 
confident (39.5%) and only a small percentage (5.3%) opted for “not sure“. 

Statistics
Confidence_

critical_thinking
Confidence_

communication
Confidence_
collaboration

Confidence_
creativity

N Valid 38 38 38 38
Missing 0 0 0 0

Confidence in teaching critical thinking
Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent

Valid

Very confident 19 50.0 50.0 50.0
Confident 18 47.4 47.4 97.4
Not sure 1 2.6 2.6 100.0

Total 38 100.0 100.0

Confidence in teaching communication
Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent

Valid

Very confident 20 52.6 52.6 52.6
Confident 16 42.1 42.1 94.7
Not sure 2 5.3 5.3 100.0

Total 38 100.0 100.0

Confidence in teaching collaboration
Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent

Valid

Very confident 16 42.1 42.1 42.1
Confident 20 52.6 52.6 94.7
Not sure 2 5.3 5.3 100.0

Total 38 100.0 100.0

Confidence in teaching creativity
Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent

Valid

Very confident 21 55.3 55.3 55.3
Confident 15 39.5 39.5 94.7
Not sure 2 5.3 5.3 100.0

Total 38 100.0 100.0

Table 5. The teachers’ level of confidence in teaching the 4Cs 
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The participants were asked about the inclusion of 4Cs in their standardized 
coursebooks. This question was a multiple-choice question and consisted of three 
options: “all of these skills“, “some of these skills“, and “none of these skills“. As the 
results below indicate, the respondents were divided in their responses. Namely, half 
of them reported that all the 4Cs are incorporated in their coursebooks, while the rest 
reported that only some of the skills are included. None of the respondents selected 
“none of these skills“.

Statistics
Skills included in coursebooks  

Valid 38

Missing 0

Skills included in coursebooks
Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative 

Percent

Valid
All of these skills 19 50.0 50.0 50.0

Some of these skills 19 50.0 50.0 100.0
Total 38 100.0 100.0

Table 6. The inclusion of the 4Cs in the coursebooks – teachers’ evaluation

The respondents were also asked to provide the skills they have noticed in their 
coursebooks, and the question was aimed for those respondents who selected “some 
of them“ in the previous item. They were asked to write the skills in an open-ended 
item. As the case summary figures below suggest, 71.1% provided responses to this 
item, which means around 21% of the respondents who selected “all of them“ still 
provided a response to this item although they were not required to do so. As the 
statistics below show, around one third of the respondents reported communication 
to be part of their coursebook, while each remaining skill was equally mentioned by 
21.4% of the respondents. 

Case Summary
Cases

Valid Missing Total
N Percent N Percent N Percent

Skills in coursebooks 27 71.1% 11 28.9% 38 100.0%
a. Dichotomy group tabulated at value 1.
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Skills in coursebooks - Frequencies
Responses Percent of 

Cases
N Percent

Skills in 
coursebooks

Critical thinking in coursebooks 12 21.4% 44.4%
Communication in coursebooks 20 35.7% 74.1%
Collaboration in coursebooks 12 21.4% 44.4%
Creativity in coursebooks 12 21.4% 44.4%

Total 56 100.0% 207.4%
a. Dichotomy group tabulated at value 1.

Table 7. The level of inclusion of the four skills in the standardized language 
coursebooks – teachers’ evaluation

The participants were asked to provide their opinion on their need for more 
professional development on the 4Cs, both in terms of knowledge of the skills and 
ways to incorporate them in teaching. Both items consisted of one statement (“I feel 
I need more professional training in terms of what the 21st skills exactly are and 
why they are important“ and “I feel I need more professional training on how these 
skills can be incorporated in language teaching“ respectively) while the participants 
were asked to select Likert scale options ranging from “strongly agree“ to “strongly 
disagree“. The data shows (Figure 1) very similar results in both items. Most of the 
respondents, that is roughly 60%, agreed with the idea that they need more training 
when it comes to knowing more about the skills and knowing how to teach them, 
while almost one third of the respondents strongly agreed with both statements. Only 
a small percentage of the respondents were neutral. 

 

Figure 1. Teachers’ views on their need for more professional development on the 4Cs – 
knowledge (left chart) and teaching (right chart)
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Lastly, the participants were asked to provide additional remarks they might 
have regarding the 4Cs in an optional open-ended item. Only two remarks were 
provided. One respondent (T21) stressed the need for more professional development 
opportunities in order to keep teachers up to date with the latest developments and 
trends, referring to the 4Cs. Another respondent complained about the seminars on 4Cs 
being too theoretical and lacking practical elements. In the words of the respondent: 

T26: In every seminar we attend there is a talk about these topics but only 
vaguely and none of the trainers doesn’t put much effort on providing techniques that 
we can use in classroom.

4. Discussion
This study reveals that teachers have some education on the 21st century skills. 

As the results clearly indicated, most of the participants reported having learned about 
the skills during their formal education. However, the results also suggest that this is 
not the case with all teachers as the responses show that some teachers lack education 
on the 4Cs. The same could be said for professional development opportunities. This 
finding suggests that the skills may not be always taught effectively in schools since 
not all teachers have the necessary education or training on how these skills are taught 
along with the language skills. 

The data from this study shows that almost all the participants have either 
advanced or average knowledge of the 4Cs. As the statistics suggest, teachers have more 
knowledge on communication and collaboration as skills, as compared to creativity 
and critical thinking. This is something to expect considering the former being more 
natural and very common part of language teaching materials and methodology 
(Johnson & Johnson, 2008; Larsen-Freeman & Anderson, 2011). In fact, what is 
surprising, and contrary to expectations, is the fact that not all the teachers reported 
to have an advanced knowledge of communication and collaboration, two crucial 
teacher competencies in contemporary language teaching. A possible explanation for 
this might be that some classroom teachers may still be guided by the principles of 
traditional language teaching approaches by practicing teacher-centered methodology 
and lecture-type instructions. The results also clearly demonstrate that teachers need 
more sound knowledge when it comes to creativity and critical thinking. 

Similar results were seen when it comes to teachers’ confidence in teaching 
the skills. Namely, the participants were nearly equally divided in responses, that is 
between being “very confident“ or “confident“ in teaching the skills. Therefore, the 
figures suggest that, in general, teachers reported having confidence in teaching the 
skills. It is important to point out that the high percentage of the participants who 
reported to have an advanced knowledge of communication and collaboration in the 
previous item is not reflected in the figures reporting their confidence in teaching the 
same skills. This inconsistency may be due to the fact that some teachers may have 
advanced knowledge of these skills, but this does not translate into all of them being 
sufficiently confident in teaching them. Another interesting and surprising finding 
is that the percentage of teachers who reported to be very confident in teaching 
creativity as a skill is the highest compared to other skills, including communication 
and collaboration.  
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Teachers’ responses are not in agreement when it comes to the inclusion of 21st 
century skills in the standardized textbooks. As the data showed, precisely half of them 
reported that the standardized textbooks include all the skills, while the rest reported 
only some of the skills to be embedded in the textbook content. This discrepancy may 
be due to the fact that the 4Cs are hardly ever used or presented explicitly in language 
textbooks; they are typically embedded in the language learning content. As a result, 
language teachers may not always be aware of these skills being part of their teaching 
materials. 

Another finding that stands out from the results reported earlier is the teachers’ 
need for more professional development opportunities on the 4Cs. Although the 
respondents reported having both knowledge and confidence in teaching the skills, 
nearly all of them unanimously agreed that they need more professional development 
in the area, and this applies to both knowledge on the skills and their practical teaching. 
Due to the limitations of questionnaires as research instruments, this study could not 
explore their specific needs in more depth. Nevertheless, based on the few remarks 
provided by some participants, teachers need more training when it comes to new 
trends in ELT in order to keep themselves up to date, and that they are particularly 
in need of more hands-on trainings so they could learn how the 4Cs are practically 
implemented in the language classroom using actual techniques and activities as 
models. 

5. Conclusion
This study found that language teachers in general have some knowledge and 

confidence in teaching 21st century skills. However, it was also found that, despite 
their familiarity with the skills, they still need more professional development 
opportunities in the area. Besides a state strategy and revised teaching and learning 
materials, teachers’ supplementary support is necessary if we want to ensure the full 
and successful incorporation of the 4Cs in the language classroom. 

5.1 Limitations of the study
This study had some limitations. Firstly, the number of participants was limited 

and thus they may not sufficiently represent the whole population. If the study had 
included more participants, it may have provided different results. Secondly, the 
survey was self-reporting, and it included a self-evaluation of teachers’ knowledge 
and confidence in teaching the 21st century skills. The responses, as a result, may 
not represent the actual situation. Further studies that would include more accurate 
data collection instruments, such as interviews, observations, and other forms of 
evaluation, may cast more light on the actual situation. 

5.2 Recommendations for further research   
The present study had limitations and it could thus be complemented with more 

studies on the status and implementation of 4Cs in the language classrooms. This 
could be done using more in-depth research instruments, such as interviews or other 
evaluation instruments, which would explore the topic in more depth. In addition to 
researching language teachers and their competencies in 4Cs, more research is also 
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needed in evaluating the standardized language textbooks in terms of the extent to 
which they include the 4Cs in their language teaching and learning content. Having 
textbooks with the 4Cs embedded in their content is as important as having teachers 
prepared to incorporate the 21st century skills in their teaching process. 
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