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Purpose 

 It’s time to rethink about the 21st century skills students really need. Innovative companies are 
looking for people who are able to think creatively and coming up with unpredictable solutions. 
More often than not, things do not work out the way we planned. Being able to come up with 
another efficient solution is a valuable skill as a student and as an adult. 

Teacher Work 

“In Germany in 1975, there was a famous jazz pianist named Keith Jarrett who was about to play a 
big concert. He was an especially good piano player because each time he had a concert, he would 
improvise, or play without music. People really liked going to these concerts. The people who 
organized the concert picked the wrong piano to have delivered to the stage. There were lots of 
problems with this piano. The black keys were too sticky to play and most of the high notes sounded 
terrible and tinny. Also, the pedals that help the music echo and sound full were totally broken. At 
first, Keith refused to play. As the concert time got closer, he felt bad about cancelling, so he decided 
to play on the broken piano. Remember what I played at the beginning of the day today? That was a 
recording of this concert. It went on to be the top selling jazz piano album with selling over 3.5 
million copies. Wow! Let’s listen to it for another minute. 

Thinking flexibly is another habit of mind, or just a way to think about the world. Keith Jarrett had to 
be really flexible when playing on a half-broken piano.” 

Student Work    

Give students each a flexible card and a rigid card. After reading a sentence, have the students 
hold up what type of thinking it is. 

• I have already decided without listening to the other person. (rigid) 

• My opinion is the best. (rigid) 

• I keep an open mind. (flexible) 

• I am patient. (flexible) 

• I let the person finish explaining without interrupting. (flexible) 

• I don’t need to listen to other people’s opinions. (rigid) 

• I am afraid of new things. (rigid) 

• I listen attentively. (flexible) 

• I know everything already. (rigid) 

• I make choices quickly and without giving time for the information to sink in. (rigid) 

• I keep my mind open to new possibilities. (flexible) 

To extend this lesson, you could have students work in groups to come up with a classroom 

scenario that matches one of these phrases. So, for example, they could talk about a time they 

were afraid to try new things. Then, have them discuss how the situation could have improved if 

they had thought flexibly instead of rigidly in that moment. 

Have the music 

playing as the 

students enter the 

room and get 

ready for the 

circle.    
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Closing 

“Nothing is impossible for a person who thinks with flexibility. It’s not that you haven’t found a 
solution, it’s that you haven’t found a solution yet. I’ll be keeping an eye out for ways people show 
flexible thinking in the classroom.” 
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