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What post-secondary education should look like in the 4th 
industrial revolution 

 
By Sylvain Kalache 

Founder Holberton School 
 

February 2021 
 

Education is one of the most important industries of our society. It largely defines our culture, 
knowledge, values, and skills of citizens and professionals. A healthy society requires a healthy 
economy that will sustain the needs of its people. This same economy needs the appropriate 
workers, and while for centuries, learning the skills to get to work was fairly accessible, think 
“routine” task jobs, with technology and automation, companies increasingly need workers 
with advanced skills.  
 
Over the last centuries, our world went through 3 industrial revolutions: the first one brought 
steam and mechanization, the second revolution leveraged new sources of energy, electricity, 
gas, and oil; the third one, featured nuclear power, the rise of electronics, development of 
networks and computers. Our world recently transitioned to the 4th one, which is the 
convergence of software, internet, coupled with artificial intelligence and IoT. We are building 
virtual worlds that are driving our physical worlds. 
 
Every industrial revolution brings its lot of innovation and technology requiring workers to 
master crafts that are becoming increasingly complex. While these changes used to happen over 
decades, giving people plenty of time to retrain and retool, this is no longer the case. Within the 
next 10 years, it is estimated that up to 800 million could be displaced by the 4th Industrial 
Revolution. 
 
So what role shall higher-education play and how shall the government be 
involved? 
 

First, schools should focus on training students so that they can be employable. Post-
secondary education is a key moment of one’s education that will have an important impact on 
their career. In the US, 91% of the students go to college to find a job, and for the right reasons. 
Unless our societies are able to provide for its people’s needs, all citizens need to contribute to 
society by working, so that they can earn a wage allowing them to pay the bills. Initiatives such 
as Universal Basic Income (UBI) are being tested by forward-thinking leaders such as former 
Stockton Mayor Michael Tubbs, but it’s a drop in the ocean. 
 

While college degrees used to be a proxy for finding a job, this is no longer the case. 
Top employers across the world, who have hired our graduates, are removing the college degree 
requirements to focus on something more relevant: skills. That is why it is essential for post-
secondary education institutions to focus on skills, not degrees. The list of skills that students 
shall acquire needs to be defined with companies to lower the risk of training an unprepared 
workforce. 
 

Our mission at Holberton Company (the company I co-founded) is to train the next 
generation of digital workers. Our programs Are designed and updated in collaboration with 
tech industry experts who know exactly the skills in demand for the professionals we are 
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training. Our project-based curriculum, where students learn by doing, allows students to learn, 
but also very importantly, practice the skills that they will need to be successful once they are 
working. 
 
Second, as it is estimated that up to 85% of the jobs that will exist in 2030 do not even exist 
today, post-secondary education needs to prepare its graduates for the unknown. Skills that 
students are learning now, will most likely become obsolete within their professional careers. 
Workers will need to retrain and retool to grow in their area or perhaps change of industry.  
 
Learning how to learn, and becoming a lifelong learner is no longer a good to have, it’s a 
necessity. Lecture-led college curricula, often built around rote memorization, isn’t equipping 
students with the learning skills that they need. That is why we have no lectures at Holberton 
School. The school provides students with a set of problems, and guidance so that they can get 
started, but never enough that they can reach the goal. They have, on their own and by 
collaborating with their classmates, to find the knowledge and tools that they need to complete 
the projects. By doing so, they are developing their ability to learn on their own and collaborate. 
 
Governments, businesses, and community-focused organizations have been important partners 
for Holberton School campuses across the world. In Colombia, the Medellín and Cali campuses 
were, respectively, co-financed by Comfama and Comfandi, two local Family Welfare Funds 
that are focusing on social impact and upward mobility. They saw Holberton School as a way 
to improve people's life, by providing them employer-needed skills that would give them stable 
and well-paid employment. But they also cheaped in for the Silicon Valley-grade talent feeding 
into the local companies desperately looking for tech talent. The Bogotá campus was partially 
financed by the first Colombian unicorn Rappi. This tech giant had the business growth, the 
Silicon Valley type of funding, but had a massive issue they could not solve: the lack of high-
quality software engineers. They had no choice but to start an internal coding bootcamps to 
train the talent they needed, but once they discovered Holberton School, they decided to stop 
the funding and invest in our project-based program. Months later, they have started hiring our 
students. 
 
In Oklahoma, the George Kaiser Familly Foundation financed the Holberton School Tulsa 
campus as part of a larger plan of boosting Tulsa’s economy by offering training that will allow 
its citizens to acquire the digital skills to enter the remote job market. GKFF’s leader Ken Levit 
and Advisor Michael Basch bet on making Tulsa’s community a heaven for the highly-skilled 
digital remote workers is paying off, and COVID19 has been drastically accelerating the need 
for this type of professionals. 
 
In Uruguay, Zomenamerica Foundation financed Holberton School Uruguay. The campus 
joined a community of  350 companies, counting 10,000 professionals who are producing 1.8% 
of Uruguay’s GDP. Most of these companies have strong needs for digital workers and it is 
estimated that the country already needs more than 2,000 qualified software developers to meet 
the demand of the growing industry. Uruguay’s Minister of Labor and the Subsecretary of 
Education, as well as the country's First lady, attended Holberton School Uruguay’s 
innauguration. It is a necessity for country leaders to empower their citizens to access the digital 
economy. 
 
While most countries are equipped with quality education, allowing their graduates to navigate 
the 4th industrial revolution job market, it is often reserved for an elite. Traditional education 
models are often unable to scale while maintaining quality. Innovative education models, 
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leveraging the power of software and community can solve this dilemma. Holberton School 
model uses software to ensure that the education delivered across 9 countries is identical. To 
make it accessible, it uses a number of tools including inclusive communication, an automated 
admission process that selects students based on their motivation and talent, not degree. But 
also a different tuition model to make sure that the cost of education isn’t a barrier. Holberton 
School allowed former break-dancer, delivery driver, and even homeless to enter the digital 
industry. 
 
 
 
 


