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Abstract 

This research explores the skill challenges faced by students in the 21st century at a Zimbabwean higher 
education. The concept of 21st-century skills has emerged in recent years as a way to describe the skills 
that are necessary for success in the modern world. These skills include not only traditional academic 
skills, such as reading, writing, and mathematics, but also a range of other skills, such as critical thinking, 
creativity, communication, collaboration, and digital literacy. The study employs a qualitative method to 
investigate the extent to which students have the necessary skills to navigate the world of the 21st 
century, and the factors that may be contributing to skill gaps. The findings suggest that while students 
are generally confident in their digital literacy and ability to use technology, there are areas where they 
need further support, such as critical thinking, problem-solving, and collaboration. Additionally, skill 
challenges faced by students in the 21st century at a Zimbabwean higher institution include lack of access 
to technology and digital skills, lack of training and support for using technology for learning, lack of 
alignment between curriculum and 21st-century skills, and impact of cultural and social factors on 
technology use. These findings have implications for the university and other educational institutions and 
highlight the need for a comprehensive approach to addressing skill challenges. Recommendations for 
addressing skill challenges faced by students in the 21st century at a Zimbabwean higher institution 
include the provision of adequate resources, such as computers, internet access, and digital literacy 
training, adoption of a learner-centered pedagogical approach that encourages the use of technology for 
learning, a collaboration between universities and other stakeholders, such as government and industry, to 
ensure that 21st-century skills are developed and utilized effectively and development of policies that 
support the integration of technology in education and promote digital literacy. 
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1. Introduction

In the 21st century, students at Zimbabwean higher institutions face a unique set of skill 

challenges (Chimbunde, 2023; Garwe & Thondhlana, 2023; Tawanda & Tsara, 2022). The skills required 

to succeed in the modern world are increasingly complex, and students must be able to navigate a rapidly 

changing technological landscape. While there is a growing focus on equipping students with 

21st-century skills, such as digital literacy, critical thinking, and problem-solving, it is unclear how well 

students are prepared to meet these challenges. The purpose of this study was to explore the skill 

challenges faced by students at a Zimbabwean higher institution and to identify potential solutions to 

address these challenges. 

2. Background

The concept of 21st-century skills has emerged in recent years as a way to describe the skills that 

are necessary for success in the modern world (Benvenuti et al., 2023; Kennedy & Sundberg, 2020). 

These skills include not only traditional academic skills, such as reading, writing, and mathematics, but 

also a range of other skills, such as critical thinking, creativity, communication, collaboration, and digital 

literacy (Amin et al., 2023; Purwanto et al., 2023; Voda et al., 2022). In Zimbabwe, as in many other 

countries, there has been a push to incorporate 21st-century skills into the curriculum, with a particular 

focus on the integration of technology into teaching and learning (Muyambo-Goto, et al. 2023, Tandi et al 

2023).  
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3. Theoretical framework 
 

This research is based on the theoretical framework of sociocultural learning theory, which 

emphasizes the importance of social and cultural contexts in the development of skills (Henderson,  

& Cunningham, 2023; Kilag et al., 2023). This framework posits that learning occurs through interactions 

with others and that cultural and social factors play a significant role in shaping an individual's ability to 

learn and use skills (Walker & Venker Weidenbenner, 2019; Whiteside et al., 2023). In the context of 

21st-century skills, this framework suggests that the success of students will depend not only on the 

development of individual skills, but also on the ability of individuals to collaborate, communicate, and 

problem-solve in a social and cultural context. 

 

4. Research questions 
 

(i) What are the specific skill challenges faced by students at a Zimbabwean higher institution in 

the 21st century? 

(ii) How do students perceive the impact of these challenges on their academic and career 

success? 

(iii) What resources and support do students believe are needed to address these challenges? 

(iv) How does the current curriculum and pedagogy at the university address the skill challenges 

faced by students? 

(v) What role does the broader cultural and social context play in shaping students' ability to 

develop and use 21st-century skills? 

 

5. Literature review 
 

5.1. Specific skill challenges faced by students at a Zimbabwean university in the 21st 

century 
In the 21st century, students in Zimbabwean universities face a variety of challenges related to 

their specific skills. These challenges include a lack of access to technology, a lack of qualified lecturers, 

and a lack of facilities and resources. Many students do not have access to computers or the internet, 

which makes it difficult for them to acquire the necessary digital literacy skills. Additionally, there is a 

shortage of qualified lecturers who can effectively teach these skills. Finally, the university lacks the 

facilities and resources that are needed to effectively teach digital literacy, such as computer labs and 

updated software. Goto (2021) and Bomani et al. (2019) found that Zimbabwean higher institution 

students lack specific skills related to critical thinking, problem-solving, information literacy, and 

collaboration. A study by Muyambo-Goto et al. (2023) and Katuli-Munyoro & Mutula (2019) found that 

Zimbabwean university students face challenges in the areas of information literacy, digital literacy, and 

communication skills. problem-solving, and time management. 

 

5.2. Students perceptions on the impact of challenges on their academic and career success 
The study explores the perceptions of students on the challenges that impact their academic and 

career success. The study examined a variety of factors that may impact students' perceptions, including 

financial constraints, cultural barriers, and lack of support from family and friends. The study also 

considered the effects of these perceptions on students' academic performance, as well as their future 

career goals. The goal of the study was to gain a better understanding of the factors that influence student 

success and to identify potential solutions to address the challenges that students face. Dube (2019) and 

Mhlanga et al. (2022) found that Zimbabwean higher institution students perceive that skill challenges 

have a negative impact on their academic performance and their future career prospects. According to 

Varaidzai-Makondo & Makondo (2020) and Marongedza et al. (2023) found that Zimbabwean higher 

institution students believe that skill challenges have a negative impact on their career prospects, but they 

are less clear about the impact on their academic performance. 

 

5.3. Resources and support needed to address challenges 
The study focuses on identifying the specific needs of students and determining what type of 

resources and support would be most effective in addressing these needs. It also examines the barriers that 

may prevent students from accessing the resources and support they need and considers how these 

barriers can be overcome. Ultimately, the goal of the study is to identify effective and practical solutions 

to the challenges faced by students. Pondiwa et al. (2022) found that Zimbabwean higher institution 

students believe that the provision of adequate resources, such as internet access and training, is essential 

to addressing the skill challenges they face (Brenya, 2023; Kilag et al., 2023). A study by Anderson et al. 
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(2015) and Mellow et al. (2023) found that university students believe that support from faculty members 

and other students is crucial to addressing skill challenges. Another study by Assan et al. (2018) found 

that university students in Africa believe that government policies and support are also important in 

addressing skill challenges. 

 

5.4. Addressing current curriculum and pedagogy skill challenges  
The study examines how the current curriculum and pedagogical approaches may be falling short 

in terms of meeting student's needs and preparing them for the workplace. It also considers how these 

challenges can be addressed through changes to the curriculum, as well as through the development of 

new pedagogical approaches. The study explores how technology can be leveraged to enhance the 

curriculum and improve pedagogical practices. A study by Olumuyiwa et al. (2023) found that the 

curriculum at universities in Africa does not adequately address the skill challenges that students face. 

Altbach et al. (2009) and Kanyane (2023) found that higher institutions in Africa are struggling to keep 

up with the rapidly changing technology landscape and that this is impacting the ability of students to 

acquire 21st-century skills. According to Ferreira et al. (2017), the pedagogical approach used in higher 

institutions in Africa is not always conducive to the development of 21st-century skills. 

 

5.5. Role of Cultural and social context to develop students’ 21st-Century Skills 
The study investigates how the cultural and social norms in a student's home, school, and 

community can influence their learning and development. It also considers how factors such as poverty, 

discrimination, and family dynamics can impact a student's ability to acquire the skills needed to succeed 

in the 21st century. The study explores how these factors can be addressed to create an environment that 

is conducive to learning and development. Bourn (2018) found that the cultural and social context plays a 

significant role in shaping students' ability to develop 21st-century skills. The study found that cultural 

and social factors, such as family background, gender, and socioeconomic status, can influence students' 

access to technology and their ability to use it effectively. According to Adegunju (2023), cultural beliefs 

and practices in Nigeria can influence students' attitudes toward technology and their willingness to use it 

for learning. 

 

6. Methodology 
 

The study employed a qualitative research method. A case study design of a Zimbabwean higher 

education institution was used for data collection. The population of the study was all the lecturers and 

students at the university under study in seven faculties. Seven lecturers were randomly selected from 

each faculty. Two students were also randomly selected from each faculty. Instruments used were  

face-to-face interviews were carried out with lecturers and students on one-to-one to get views on the 

21st-century skill challenges faced in higher education. For ethical consideration, consent was sought 

from the university under study. Participants were also assured that their information would be kept 

private. 

  

7. Findings 
  

The findings from the lecturers suggest that while students are generally confident in their digital 

literacy and ability to use technology, there are areas where they need further support, such as critical 

thinking, problem-solving, critical thinking, and collaboration. Additionally, skill challenges faced by 

students in the 21st century at Zimbabwean institutions include a lack of access to technology and digital 

skills; training and support for using technology for learning; and alignment between curriculum and 

21st-century skills. There is an impact of cultural and social factors on technology use. Most lecturers and 

students mentioned that these challenges can impact students' academic performance, career prospects, 

and overall quality of life. It is therefore important to address these challenges to ensure that students are 

able to fully benefit from 21st-century skills. 

Lecturers and students suggested the resources and support needed to address challenges as 

provision of adequate resources, such as internet access, computers, back up of power outages like 

generators and solar systems put in place and training. Addressing current curriculum and pedagogy skill 

challenges the lecturers noted that student’s skill challenges are not addressed and with the rapidly 

evolving technologies the university is failing to keep abreast with it. On the role of cultural and social 

context to develop students' 21st-century skills the lecturers and students shared the same sentiments that 

lack of computers, gender and their background influenced their access to the technology used in the 

teaching and learning. 
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8. Conclusion 

 
Based on the findings and discussion, the following conclusions were drawn: There are several 

skill challenges facing students in the 21st century at a Zimbabwean institution like critical thinking, 

problem-solving, and collaboration. These challenges have a significant impact on students' academic 

performance, career prospects, and overall quality of life. It is important to address these challenges 

through the provision of adequate resources, training, and support, as well as the development of a 

curriculum that is aligned with 21st-century skills. 

 

9. Recommendations 

 
Recommendations for addressing skill challenges faced by students in the 21st century at a 

Zimbabwean institution include the provision of adequate resources, such as computers, internet access, 

and digital literacy training; back up mechanism to ease power outages, adoption of a learner-centered 

pedagogical approach that encourages the use of technology for learning; collaboration between 

universities and other stakeholders, such as government and industry, to ensure that 21st-century skills are 

developed and utilized effectively and development of policies that support the integration of technology 

in education and promote digital literacy. 
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