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AI Literacy and Skills Development 

The Fourth Literacy: Teaching Machines, Teaching Minds 

Author: Vernon Dickason 

 

Opening Reflection 

Literacy has always been a gateway: first to reading, then to reasoning, and now to 

relevance. In today’s world, where algorithms shape decisions and data drives 

opportunity, a new kind of literacy is emerging: the ability to understand, engage with 

and shape artificial intelligence. For South Africa, this is not just a technological shift, it is 

a generational imperative. The question is no longer whether AI will impact education, 

but whether our education system will equip learners to shape that impact with wisdom 

and agency. 

 

What’s Happening Now 

• Microsoft South Africa has trained over one million people in AI skills through its 

AI Skills Initiative, and launched a free, self-paced learning platform called the AI 

Skills Navigator. 

• Accenture Africa warns of a critical shortage of AI-related skills, with South Africa 

producing fewer AI specialists per capita than many emerging markets. 

• World Economic Forum estimates that by 2025, half of all work activities could be 

automated by AI-driven processes. 

• EdTech platforms like Mindjoy and M-Shule are using AI to personalise learning 

and build digital literacy in African contexts. 

 

What’s Changed: From Digital Literacy to AI Fluency 

Before AI: 

Digital literacy focused on basic computer skills, internet navigation and information 

management. Coding was optional, and AI was peripheral. 

 
Now: 

AI literacy includes understanding algorithms, ethical implications, prompt engineering, 

data analysis and critical thinking in machine-mediated environments. 
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Key Shift: 

From using technology to co-creating with it; from passive consumption to active 

collaboration with intelligent systems. 

 

Why It Matters 

AI is reshaping every sector, from agriculture to education, finance to healthcare. But 

without widespread AI literacy, South Africa risks becoming a consumer of foreign 

technologies rather than a creator of local solutions. This deepens dependency, widens 

inequality and silences African voices in global innovation. 

From a systems-thinking lens, AI literacy is not just a technical skill, it is a civic 

competency. It empowers learners to participate meaningfully in the digital economy, 

challenge bias, and design tools that reflect their realities. 

Philosophically, this aligns with constructivist learning, critical pedagogy and Ubuntu 

ethics. AI must be taught not as magic, but as a mirror, one that reflects our values, choices 

and collective imagination. 

 

Reflective Responses 

 What does AI literacy look like in South African classrooms? 

It means teaching learners how algorithms work, how to ask good questions, and how to 

spot bias. It means integrating AI into subjects like maths, history and life orientation and 

not just computer science. 

 How do we ensure AI skills development is inclusive? 

By investing in mobile-first platforms, offline-capable tools, and community-based 

training. By recognising that literacy is not just access, but agency. 

 What support do educators need to teach AI meaningfully? 

• Professional development in AI concepts and tools. 

• Curriculum guides aligned with CAPS and local contexts. 

• Partnerships with universities, NGOs and tech companies. 

• Resources in multiple languages and formats. 

 

Sidebar: Facts and Philosophy 

Statistics from Microsoft SA and Accenture (2025): 

• Over 1 million South Africans trained in AI skills through Microsoft’s initiative. 

• Only a handful of universities offer dedicated AI programmes. 

• Youth unemployment remains above 40%, with AI presenting both risk and 

opportunity. 
 

“Our initiatives are not just about technology. They are about transforming lives and 

enabling economic participation.” - Tiara Pathon, Microsoft SA’s AI Skills Director. 


