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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY


T
he COVID-19 pandemic has transformed the higher 
education landscape. Though it remains to be seen 
whether those transformations have taken root and 


will persist into the future, it isn’t hard to imagine that higher 
education may never be the same in some important ways 
(good or bad). Indeed, the potential lasting effects of the 
pandemic loomed large in our Horizon panelists’ discussions 
and nominations this year as they identified the trends, 
technologies, and practices shaping the future of teaching 
and learning. This report summarizes the results of those 
discussions and nominations and serves as one vantage point on 
where our post-pandemic future may be headed. This project 
was grounded in a modified Delphi methodology that seeks to 
elevate the collective perspectives and knowledge of a diverse 
group of experts, and the panelists’ activities were facilitated 
using tools adapted from the Institute for the Future.


Trends


As a first activity, we asked the Horizon panelists to provide 
input on the macro trends they believe are going to shape the 
future of postsecondary teaching and learning and to provide 
observable evidence for those trends. To ensure an expansive 
view of the larger trends serving as context for institutions of 
higher education, panelists provided input across five trend 
categories: social, technological, economic, environmental, and 
political. After several rounds of voting, the panelists selected 
the following trends as the most important: 


Social


• Remote Work/Learning
• Widening of the Digital Divide
• Mental Health Issues


Technological


• Widespread Adoption of Hybrid Learning Models
• Increased Use of Learning Technologies
• Online Faculty Development


Economic


• Decreasing Higher Education Funding
• Demand for New/Different Workforce Skills
• Uncertainty in Economic Models


Environmental


• Climate Change
• Reduction in Work Travel
• Sustainable Development


Political


• Increase in Online Globalization
• Rise of Nationalism
• Public Funding for Higher Education


Key Technologies and Practices 


Horizon panelists were asked to describe those key technologies 
and practices they believe will have a significant impact on the 
future of postsecondary teaching and learning, with a focus on 
those that are new or for which there appear to be substantial 
new developments. After several rounds of voting, the following 
six items rose to the top of a list that initially consisted of 141 
technologies and practices:


• Artificial Intelligence (AI)
• Blended and Hybrid Course Models
• Learning Analytics
• Microcredentialing
• Open Educational Resources (OER)
• Quality Online Learning


Having identified the most important technologies and 
practices, panelists were then asked to ref lect on the impacts 
those technologies and practices would likely have at an 
institution. We asked panelists to consider those impacts 
along several dimensions that are of growing importance in 
higher education: equity and inclusion, learning outcomes, 
risks, learner and instructor receptiveness, cost, and (new this 
year) importance for more f lexible approaches to teaching 
and learning. We also asked panelists to consider whether 
new literacies might be required by these six technologies and 
practices. 
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Three of the six technologies and practices identified this year 
(learning analytics, OER, and AI) are returning entries from 
previous years’ reports, suggesting some continuity in post-
pandemic higher education even in the midst of so much change 
and disruption. Microcredentialing makes its first appearance 
in the Horizon Report this year, perhaps due to the f lexible 
and just-in-time forms of education they might enable post-
pandemic. The topics of blended and hybrid course models and 
quality online learning are new to the Horizon Report this year 
as well, though both are consistent with our focus in the 2020 
report on instructional design. These inclusions also illustrate 
the continued importance of thoughtful design and f lexible 
course models for higher education in the future. 


Scenarios


Scanning the trends and technologies and practices sections, we 
can begin to gather and arrange the information we have into 
logical patterns that can help us envision a number of scenarios 
for the future for which we could start to prepare today. In this 
report we paint brief but evocative portraits of four possible 
future scenarios for postsecondary teaching and learning:


• Growth: The acceptance of and enthusiasm for online 
and hybrid courses have been routinized and monetized, 
and alternative microcredentialing and lifelong learning 
programs have provided institutions with expanded 
revenue streams. Demand for faculty development 
programs has increased, as has faculty commitment to 
designing richer and more robust learning experiences for 
their students. 


• Constraint: Higher education emerges from the 
COVID-19 pandemic leaner and with fewer resources 
with which to operate. For some institutions, “doing 
more with less” means doing more for fewer students and 
reifying traditional models of education and funding. For 
other institutions, it means strengthening a commitment 
to sustainability, diversity, equity, and inclusion and 
embracing alternative and innovative models for educating 
more students more efficiently. 


• Collapse: State funding for public higher education 
institutions has dried up, and institutions dependent 
on tuition-based operating budgets have been unable 
to survive declining student enrollments. Academic 
research is far less collaborative and community-based, 
far more reliant on corporate funding and political and 
economic agendas. Remote teaching and learning has 
slid comfortably into mediocrity, driven by values of 
efficiency and lacking critical infrastructure and faculty 
development resources.


• Transformation: Higher education embraces an 
“anyone anywhere” model of education, opening up 
greater access for more people to pursue degrees and 
credentials through learning technology and design 
and debt forgiveness and free tuition programs. Student 
mental health improves as institutions implement 
more humanized and relational forms of learning, and 
postsecondary education enrollment rates balloon to 
historically high levels around the world. 


Implications Essays


In light of the trends and future scenarios presented throughout 
this report, what can we say about the implications for 
institutions now and about what institutions can begin to do 
today to start preparing for these possible futures? For this 
section of the report, we asked five Horizon panelists to ref lect 
on the report’s findings and offer their thoughts on the most 
important implications for their own higher education context. 
Representing institutions from Australia, South Africa, Turkey, 
and the United States, the five perspectives represented in these 
essays illustrate that even across such different geographic and 
cultural contexts there is a striking degree of similarity across 
international higher education. Issues such as collaboration and 
f lexibility, addressing the inequalities exposed by the pandemic, 
open learning ecologies and new pedagogical blends, and issues 
of funding are ones that cross national boundaries and bridge 
institutional types. 
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TRENDS: SCANNING THE HORIZON


I
n seeking to map out the possible futures for teaching and learning in higher education, we 
must begin by understanding the larger trends taking shape in the world outside the walls 
of the institution. Education, after all, always takes place in a particular time, made up by 


particular people, located in particular communities and spaces, and subject to a variety of 
trends or forces. Where higher education is today, and where it is going on the road ahead, is in 
many ways bound to and dependent on those particularities.


To ensure the discussions provide an expansive view of the global landscape, we asked panelists 
to identify trends across five categories: social, technological, economic, environmental, and 
political. (We replaced last year’s “higher education” category with “environmental” to be 
consistent with the Institute for the Future framework we’ve adapted for this report.) 


For this year’s Teaching and Learning Horizon Report, the COVID-19 pandemic loomed large 
in our expert panelists’ discussions on the larger trends shaping higher education. Indeed, it 
is nearly impossible to overstate the effects the pandemic has had and will continue to have 
on every facet of our lives, including education. No matter the topic of discussion—our social 
lives, our dependencies on technology, or the economic outlook of our future—the pandemic’s 
tendrils have wrapped around all of it. It is rather remarkable, then, that many of the trends 
identified for last year’s Horizon Report (developed prior to the onset of the pandemic) are also 
the trends this year’s panelists believed to be the most important. Mental health. The digital 
divide. Funding for higher education. These trends were important before the pandemic, and 
they remain important today and likely will be tomorrow. 


What has changed since last year’s report, though, are the ways in which panelists discussed 
these trends and reflected on their implications. Mental health issues and the digital divide 
have only been exacerbated by the pandemic. Concerns over funding now also include the 
perceived value (and cost) of the online education now being offered at most institutions 
relative to in-person education. It all feels so different this year, and yet much is the same.


Parallels aside, a good number of the trends in this year’s report are in fact new. All of the 
trends in the “technological” category are new this year, perhaps not surprisingly, given the 
widespread migration of education to remote or online modes of delivery. 


The summary of trends in this section is grounded in the discussions and inputs provided 
by our expert panelists, in keeping with the tradition of our expert-grounded Delphi 
methodology. Each of the trends was identified and voted on by our panelists without 
influence from the EDUCAUSE Horizon Report staff, aside from our work in organizing and 
synthesizing the panelists’ inputs for presentation here. 


Each of the trends encompasses far more complexity and variability across types of institutions 
and regions of the world than can be adequately captured in such a brief summary. Indeed, the 
expert panelists—54% of whom represent communities outside the United States, including 
Australia, China, Egypt, France, Taiwan, and the United Kingdom—routinely ref lected on 
the ways in which trends affect institutions differently across global settings. Where possible, 
we’ve tried to account for that variability, though the reader will certainly bring additional 
experiences and contexts that would further broaden those considerations. 


Social


Remote Work/Learning


Widening of the Digital 
Divide


Mental Health Issues


Technological


Widespread Adoption of 
Hybrid Learning Models


Increased Use of Learning 
Technologies


Online Faculty 
Development


Economic


Decreasing Higher 
Education Funding


Demand for New/Different 
Workforce Skills


Uncertainty in Economic 
Models


Environmental


Climate Change


Reduction in Work Travel


Sustainable Development


Political


Increase in Online 
Globalization


Rise of Nationalism


Public Funding for Higher 
Education 
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SOCIAL TRENDS


H
igher education takes place within particular social contexts, and learning experiences are shaped and colored by the particular 
individuals interacting and building relationships through those experiences. Teaching and learning is a fundamentally social 
practice, one that is better understood by mapping the important social trends developing within and around it. 


Remote Work/Learning


Impacts: Over the course of 2020, many facets of social life 
have become remote in nature, from high school graduations to 
weddings to business meetings, and some of these might remain 
remote long after the pandemic subsides. Remote modes of higher 
education will live on in some form or another in a post-pandemic 
future, and we may never return to pre-pandemic baseline levels of 
deployment. Faculty and instructional staff will need to continue 
to discover innovations supported by technology and pedagogical 
design to provide instruction that is socially and emotionally 
supportive and flexible enough to adapt to a wide range of student 
needs. Students will need to develop new skills and literacies to be 
better equipped for remote learning and to better thrive in more 
isolated and independent virtual environments.


Evidence: Over the course of just one week in 2020, the 
Microsoft Teams app saw its number of users increase from 32 
million to 44 million, with users in China doubling even after 
coronavirus restrictions were lifted. In a recent EDUCAUSE 
QuickPoll, two-thirds of CIOs reported that their institution 
would continue to allow (or even require) remote work post-
pandemic. 


Widening of the Digital Divide


Impacts: The COVID-19 pandemic has laid bare the digital 
inequities that exist between students sharing the same courses. 
To the extent that higher education in the future will continue 
to rely on remote technologies and digital networks for course 
delivery and learning experiences, the gap will only widen 
between those with every digital advantage and those who 
struggle to gain access to even the basic devices and network 
necessities. These gaps will become evident among students not 
only over the course of their postsecondary education attainment 
but, in many cases, long before they enter college. With the divide 


beginning to emerge earlier in K–12 experiences and becoming 
even more pronounced as a result of the pandemic, many students 
will begin their postsecondary education already far behind some 
of their peers.


Evidence: A symposium was held in September 2020 in France 
to discuss the impacts of the pandemic, concluding that “digital 
technology and a ref lection on its uses are becoming a necessity in 
the learning ecosystem.” The pandemic revealed a digital divide in 
the Los Angeles school system: it was estimated that one in four 
households lack essential network access. 


Mental Health Issues


Impacts: Already a perennial concern on campuses, mental 
health issues have been exacerbated by recent disruptions and 
changes to our social, political, and educational landscapes and 
have presented institutions with additional challenges in ensuring 
the safety and well-being of not only students but also faculty and 
staff. In many cases, students, faculty, and staff have experienced 
extended periods of time isolated from family, friends, and 
colleagues, and worsening economic and political conditions 
across many local communities have contributed to heightened 
feelings of worry and stress. Institutions exploring longer-term 
transformations to their business and/or educational models—
particularly changes involving remote or virtual experiences—will 
also need to explore transformations to their student and employee 
support models to address the mental health challenges of their 
communities. 


Evidence: As a response to the personal pressures caused by the 
pandemic, discussions have emerged among higher education and 
teaching and learning leaders focused on f lexibility and the social 
dimensions of education. In a survey conducted earlier in the 
COVID-19 pandemic, a full 80% of college students reported that 
the pandemic had negatively impacted their mental health, and a 
fifth reported that their mental health had significantly worsened. 


Further Reading


Inside Higher Ed
“Bridging the Digital Divide: 
Lessons from COVID-19“


EDUCAUSE
“Cultivating a Disciplined, Creative 
Mind and Humane Instincts“


Chronicle of Higher Education
“Did the Pandemic Worsen the Campus 
Mental-Health Crisis? Maybe Not, Data Show“



https://www.theverge.com/2020/4/9/21214314/microsoft-teams-usage-coronavirus-pandemic-work-habit-change

https://er.educause.edu/blogs/2021/1/educause-quickpoll-results-post-pandemic-plans-for-remote-work

https://er.educause.edu/blogs/2021/1/educause-quickpoll-results-post-pandemic-plans-for-remote-work

https://muse.edu.umontpellier.fr/2020/09/29/symposium2020/

https://laist.com/2020/04/20/coronavirus-digital-divide-map-los-angeles-distance-learning.php?fbclid=IwAR0IRXg3Ow9R0Wmg6wT_P4WhdoSC1Yq0o6sYrFUq0lZc3cuJNcZAyKO7l4Y

https://www.veletsianos.com/2020/10/05/radical-flexibility-and-relationality-as-responses-to-education-in-times-of-crisis/

https://www.chronicle.com/article/covid-19-has-worsened-the-student-mental-health-crisis-can-resilience-training-fix-it/?cid2=gen_login_refresh&cid=gen_sign_in

https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2021/02/03/inside-higher-ed-report-digital-divide

https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2021/02/03/inside-higher-ed-report-digital-divide

https://er.educause.edu/articles/2020/10/cultivating-a-disciplined-creative-mind-and-humane-instincts

https://er.educause.edu/articles/2020/10/cultivating-a-disciplined-creative-mind-and-humane-instincts

https://www.chronicle.com/article/did-the-pandemic-worsen-the-campus-mental-health-crisis-maybe-not-data-show

https://www.chronicle.com/article/did-the-pandemic-worsen-the-campus-mental-health-crisis-maybe-not-data-show
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TECHNOLOGICAL TRENDS


T
he past year’s disruptions and rapid changes, which forced so much of teaching and learning to be done remotely, have made 
digital technologies even more vital to higher education. What those technologies are, how they are deployed across the 
institution, and the ways in which they themselves continue to evolve may very well be one of the defining stories of higher 


education in the years ahead. 


Widespread Adoption of Hybrid 
Learning Models


Impacts: Institutions’ adoption of blended or hybrid models 
for course delivery has accelerated dramatically over the past 
year. Faculty and student discovery and attachment to new ways 
of engaging with one another through the learning experience 
seem likely to leave an indelible mark on the postsecondary 
classroom and fundamentally transform traditional approaches 
to higher education. In particular, learning models that enable 
f lexible movement between remote and in-person experiences 
will help institutions minimize disruption and ensure continuity 
of course delivery through future crises. 


Evidence: Since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the majority of institutions have been supporting hybrid 
teaching and learning options for both on-campus and online 
education. San Diego State University is equipping nearly 200 
of its classrooms with microphones to better support hybrid 
approaches to learning. 


Increased Use of Learning 
Technologies


Impacts: As the adoption of blended or hybrid learning 
models has accelerated, so too has the adoption of new 
learning technologies and tools that support and even 
shape the implementation of those models. Institutions and 
instructors previously resistant or indifferent to tools such 
as videoconferencing, team-based platforms, and virtual 
classrooms have come to rely on those tools as essential 
ingredients in their work. Learning technology stands to 
become even more widely adopted on the road ahead, and the 


discovery of new needs and uses for these and other course-
related tools will lead to ongoing innovations and entirely new 
learning technologies. 


Evidence: Ed-tech start-up Engageli launched its new 
videoconferencing platform, designed specifically for higher 
education use and for supporting hybrid synchronous and 
asynchronous learning experiences. In a fall 2020 survey, 83% 
of higher education IT leaders reported “improving the use 
of instructional tools” as a top priority for their institution in 
planning for the 2020–21 academic year.


Online Faculty Development


Impacts: Faculty buy-in, training, and support are essential 
for the adoption and effective use of technologies and other 
tools in the classroom. As institutions have deployed solutions 
for remote and online instruction, faculty have been called on to 
embrace new ways of working and learn new tools of the trade. 
Ongoing investments in faculty development, including remote 
capabilities for instructional design and technology support, will 
be needed to ensure faculty skills and literacy keep pace with 
ongoing technology advancements. New solutions for online 
learning and new models for student-centered course design 
will be effective only to the extent that faculty understand why 
and how to use them. 


Evidence: The National Institute on Scientific Teaching and 
Macmillan Learning have teamed up to offer an online short 
course on scientific teaching. Many campuses (such as Union 
College, Georgia Southwestern State University, and Oregon 
State) are transitioning their online offerings to faculty or 
bolstering what they already offered.


Further Reading


Phil on EdTech
“COVID-19 Planning for Spring 2021: What We 
Learned about Hybrid Flexible Courses in Fall 2020“


EDUCAUSE
“Learning from a Crisis: 
Human + Machine“


EDUCAUSE
“The Landscape of 
Merging Modalities“



https://er.educause.edu/blogs/2020/9/educause-quickpoll-results-fall-readiness-for-teaching-and-learning

https://campustechnology.com/articles/2021/01/21/san-diego-state-u-upgrades-microphones-for-hybrid-learning.aspx

https://campustechnology.com/articles/2021/01/21/san-diego-state-u-upgrades-microphones-for-hybrid-learning.aspx

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2020/10/15/ed-tech-veterans-launch-zoom-challenger-engageli

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2020/10/15/ed-tech-veterans-launch-zoom-challenger-engageli

https://er.educause.edu/blogs/2020/9/educause-quickpoll-results-fall-readiness-for-teaching-and-learning

https://er.educause.edu/blogs/2020/9/educause-quickpoll-results-fall-readiness-for-teaching-and-learning

https://www.nisthub.org/

https://www.nisthub.org/

https://www.union.edu/information-technology-services/2020-summer-faculty-development-institute

https://www.union.edu/information-technology-services/2020-summer-faculty-development-institute

https://www.gsw.edu/academics/academic-affairs/online-faculty-development

https://ecampus.oregonstate.edu/faculty/development/teaching-workshops.htm

https://ecampus.oregonstate.edu/faculty/development/teaching-workshops.htm

https://philonedtech.com/covid-19-planning-for-spring-2021-what-we-learned

https://philonedtech.com/covid-19-planning-for-spring-2021-what-we-learned

https://er.educause.edu/articles/2020/10/learning-from-a-crisis-human-machine

https://er.educause.edu/articles/2020/10/learning-from-a-crisis-human-machine

https://er.educause.edu/articles/2020/10/the-landscape-of-merging-modalities

https://er.educause.edu/articles/2020/10/the-landscape-of-merging-modalities
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ECONOMIC TRENDS


T
he global economy is in turmoil, and it remains to be seen when and how we will recover from the COVID-19 financial 
cataclysm. In the meantime, leaders of higher education institutions, many already fiscally challenged, will need to adapt to 
new financial realities and adopt new ways of thinking about and planning their institutional business.


Decreasing Higher Education 
Funding


Impacts: The pandemic has exacerbated higher education’s 
already troubling financial crisis and has brought to center stage 
the public debate on the value of higher education generally and 
on the value of certain models of higher education specifically. 
Students and parents are questioning the value of remote or 
online modes of education relative to its cost, particularly 
compared to in-person learning, and enrollments and revenue 
across institutions will continue to decline as long as the adoption 
of new learning approaches is not accompanied by compelling 
evidence of its efficacy. Institutions that can adapt and 
demonstrate value in educating their students while controlling 
tuition will grow and thrive. 


Evidence: A group of provosts representing research 
universities in British Columbia penned an open letter to their 
students, addressing student concerns around the quality of 
online learning. In a recent EDUCAUSE QuickPoll, two-thirds 
of respondents reported budget cuts to their IT units for the 
2020–21 academic year. 


Demand for New/Different 
Workforce Skills


Impacts: The sudden shift to online service and course 
delivery across most institutions, and the potential of longer-
term investments in these modes of delivery, have and will 
continue to create new demands for skills and staff in areas such 
as instructional technology and design for supporting faculty and 
students. Persistent experiences of disruption and crisis among 
the staff, along with renewed emphasis on well-being in the 
workplace, will raise awareness of and demand for transformative 
and human-centered styles of leadership and team management. 


Evidence: McKinsey released a publication on what hundreds 
of executives envision for the post-pandemic workforce. 
Similarly, an article in Forbes described how colleges and 
universities must reinvent themselves. An article from Harvard 
Business School suggested that “at least 16 percent of employees 
will remain at-home workers long after COVID-19 recedes.” 


Uncertainty in Economic Models


Impacts: Local and national economies around the world 
have been devastated by the pandemic, resulting in astronomical 
rates of unemployment and widening inequities between 
socioeconomic classes. Policy makers and economists are at 
odds over if, when, and how we will recover, and institutions 
of higher education, as with most industries and organizations 
that make up the global economy, also face an uncertain future. 
Many institutions have implemented hiring freezes, layoffs, 
and/or budget cuts, and they will be called on to adopt more 
f lexible and data-driven approaches to planning that can 
accommodate any number of possible future economic realities.


Evidence: Economists are rethinking old economic theories 
and searching for new ways to understand our present moment, 
as stated in an Economist article: “What is clear is that the 
old economic paradigm is looking tired. One way or another, 
change is coming.” Foreign investments in the US economy 
dropped 49% in 2020, and China emerged as the largest 
recipient of foreign investments for the first time ever.


Further Reading


EDUCAUSE
“The 60-Year Curriculum: A 
Strategic Response to a Crisis“


Reuters
“IMF Lifts Global Growth Forecast for 2021, 
Still Sees ‘Exceptional Uncertainty’“


EdSurge
“2020 Showed That Colleges Don’t Have Revenue 
Problems. They Have Funding Shortfalls“



https://vancouversun.com/opinion/an-open-letter-to-new-and-continuing-university-students-in-british-columbia

https://er.educause.edu/blogs/2020/10/educause-quickpoll-results-it-budgets-2020-21

https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/what-800-executives-envision-for-the-postpandemic-workforce

https://www.forbes.com/sites/glennllopis/2020/10/17/post-pandemic-how-must-colleges-and-universities-reinvent-themselves/

https://hbswk.hbs.edu/item/how-much-will-remote-work-continue-after-the-pandemic

https://hbswk.hbs.edu/item/how-much-will-remote-work-continue-after-the-pandemic

https://www.economist.com/briefing/2020/07/25/the-covid-19-pandemic-is-forcing-a-rethink-in-macroeconomics

https://www.forbes.com/sites/sarahhansen/2021/01/24/china-passes-us-as-no-1-destination-for-foreign-investment-as-coronavirus-upends-global-economy/?sh=5b09c6171252

https://er.educause.edu/articles/2020/10/the-60-year-curriculum-a-strategic-response-to-a-crisis

https://er.educause.edu/articles/2020/10/the-60-year-curriculum-a-strategic-response-to-a-crisis

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-imf-outlook/imf-lifts-global-growth-forecast-for-2021-still-sees-exceptional-uncertainty-idUSKBN29V1GX

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-imf-outlook/imf-lifts-global-growth-forecast-for-2021-still-sees-exceptional-uncertainty-idUSKBN29V1GX

https://www.edsurge.com/news/2020-12-30-2020-showed-that-colleges-don-t-have-revenue-problems-they-have-funding-shortfalls

https://www.edsurge.com/news/2020-12-30-2020-showed-that-colleges-don-t-have-revenue-problems-they-have-funding-shortfalls
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ENVIRONMENTAL TRENDS


I
nstitutions of higher education draw on finite local and global materials and resources to fuel their operations, and their facilities 
leave sizable imprints on the environments around them. The need to adopt sustainable practices across the board, far too often 
overlooked in the planning and doing of higher education, will be inescapable in a future more concerned with climate stability 


and environmental sustainability.


Climate Change


Impacts: The global effects of climate change are worsening 
and becoming a more present and urgent issue for building a 
sustainable future. Institutions of higher education are already 
living through these effects—experiencing f looding in coastal 
regions and bracing against severe weather events, droughts, and 
wildfires in other areas—and having to adapt their facilities, 
operations, and business and instructional models accordingly. 
These new realities also present opportunities, however, as 
institutions develop new research programs, curricula, and 
practices educating and equipping new generations of climate 
leaders. 


Evidence: A record 312 institutions participated in the Sierra 
Club’s 2020 “Cool Schools” rankings, focused on celebrating 
sustainability goals and efforts to achieve carbon neutrality. 
The International Universities Climate Alliance (IUCA) was 
launched in April 2020 with the goal of promoting climate 
change research at dozens of institutions across the world. 


Reduction in Work Travel


Impacts: Institutions have likely left much smaller carbon 
footprints behind them since the spring of 2020, with many 
students, faculty, and staff working remotely from home and no 
longer commuting to physical campus locations and with many 
institutions eliminating or drastically reducing work-related 
travel for staff and faculty. Institutions making long-term 
plans for remote operations and/or reduced travel are unlikely 
to return to pre-pandemic levels of resource consumption and 
environmental waste.


Evidence: According to one study by the International Civil 
Aviation Organization (ICAO), in 2020 the global airline 
industry experienced a 50% reduction in passenger seats offered, 
an overall reduction of 2.7 million passengers, and a loss of $370 
billion in industry revenues. Panelists for EDUCAUSE’s 2021 
IT Issues report highlighted remote work as one factor driving 
transformation at institutions. As one panelist put it, “We’re 
starting to realize that, yes, we can have remote workers and 
we do not need all the office space, that we are able to continue 
doing business and actually doing business a little better.” 


Sustainable Development


Impacts: Environmental and community activists are calling 
attention to the global opportunity that may now be before 
us to build a post-pandemic world rededicated to sustainable 
development goals (SDGs). Realities of environmental waste 
and social inequity have been brought to light through our 
collective crisis, and there may be a stronger will now than in 
recent years to pursue aggressive new policies and sustainable 
practices to address these issues. Institutions will be critical 
partners in this pursuit of a more sustainable future, through 
both curricula and operations that raise awareness of and 
support the importance of sustainability. 


Evidence: The United Nations Department of Economic 
and Social Affairs released a policy brief declaring that SDGs 
“still offer the best option to reduce [the] worst impacts 
of COVID-19 and to recover better.” They highlight the 
importance of SDG #4 specifically (inclusive and equitable 
quality education and lifelong learning opportunities for all), 
noting that COVID-related school closures have kept 90% of 
all students out of school and that remote learning remains out 
of reach for at least 500 million students. 


Further Reading


New York Times
“At Elite French Universities, Students 
Demand Environmental Action“


Times Higher Education
“Top Universities for Climate 
Action“


Forbes
“Business Travel Demand Won’t Bounce Back in 2021, and 
Maybe Not for Years. That Will Be Devastating for Airlines.“



https://www.sierraclub.org/sierra/cool-schools-2020/top-20-coolest-schools-2020

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2020/04/03/universities-form-global-network-climate-change

https://www.icao.int/sustainability/Documents/Covid-19/ICAO_coronavirus_Econ_Impact.pdf

https://er.educause.edu/articles/2020/11/top-it-issues-2021-emerging-from-the-pandemic

https://er.educause.edu/articles/2020/11/top-it-issues-2021-emerging-from-the-pandemic

https://www.un.org/en/desa/sdgs-still-offer-best-option-reduce-worst-impacts-covid-19-and-recover-better

https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal4

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/30/world/europe/france-elite-universities-environment.html

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/01/30/world/europe/france-elite-universities-environment.html

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/student/best-universities/top-universities-climate-action

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/student/best-universities/top-universities-climate-action

https://www.forbes.com/sites/danielreed/2020/10/07/down-70-from-last-year-business-travel-demand-wont-bounce-back-in-2021-and-maybe-not-for-years/

https://www.forbes.com/sites/danielreed/2020/10/07/down-70-from-last-year-business-travel-demand-wont-bounce-back-in-2021-and-maybe-not-for-years/





2021 EDUCAUSE Horizon Report | Teaching and Learning Edition 11


POLITICAL TRENDS


H
igher education, for better and for worse, is always entangled in and concerned with the political climate and events of the 
present moment. In addition to determining overall higher education funding, politics is interwoven with higher education 
as an object of research and study and as subject matter for courses. Because of this long-standing entanglement, political 


trends are both resources for higher education as well as forces shaping its contours. 


Increase in Online Globalization


Impacts: Though global industries and collective human 
experiences dependent on physical gatherings have appreciably 
declined since the spring of 2020, new online platforms and 
opportunities for connection and relationship have emerged and 
promise to transform the global community in lasting ways. 
Investments and greater confidence in online learning will 
enable institutional collaboration on a more global scale and will 
contribute to new opportunities for global education. 


Evidence: Already witnessing massive growth, the online 
educations market is expected to reach $336B by 2026, with a 
compound annual growth rate of 9%. Despite the US higher 
education sector’s efforts to attract international students, new 
enrollment rates fell by 5.5% at the graduate level, 6.3% at the 
undergraduate level, and 9.7% at the non-degree level.


Rise of Nationalism


Impacts: Global politics is becoming more fractured as 
nations have made an inward turn—what some have called “de-
globalization”—withdrawing from international organizations 
and agreements, building stronger barriers to immigration, and 
escalating conflicts (trade, military, or otherwise). Institutions 
of higher education, built on the foundations of the open and 
free exchange of ideas and international collaboration, will be 
challenged to maintain those traditions despite these fortified 
national boundaries. They will be called on to establish policies 
and practices that ref lect the nature of national relationships 
and agreements and to evaluate their approaches to educating 
and preparing students as global citizens.


Evidence: A Pew Research Center survey of technology 
leaders found that half of them believe technology usage “will 
mostly weaken core aspects of democracy and democratic 
representation.” In a recent dialogue, international scholars 
discussed the role of digital media in socializing and shaping 
students’ political views and feelings, and the potential 
role for postsecondary institutions in developing students’ 
critical thinking skills and dismantling hate speech and anti-
democratic opinions that have emerged through digital media.


Public Funding for Higher Education


Impacts: Institutions dependent on state and federal funding 
to support their students and operations must continuously 
adapt their resources and capabilities according to the shifting 
sands of political favor. Federal pandemic funds have been a 
life preserver for some institutions and wholly insufficient for 
others, and changes in political power and priorities over the 
next several years may have important implications for whether 
and to what extent institutions continue to be valued as critical 
for economic and community growth.


Evidence: In Australia, the parliament has passed laws that 
will dramatically increase the cost of some university degrees 
while cutting the cost of others. In the United States, in the fall 
of 2019, nearly 250,000 fewer students were enrolled in higher 
education than in the fall of 2018, and enrollments are down 
11% over the past decade. Enrollment at community colleges is 
down about 100,000 from the fall of 2018.


Further Reading


Center for Studies in Higher Education, UC Berkeley
“Neo-Nationalism and Universities in Europe“


Harvard Business Review
“Will COVID-19 Have a Lasting 
Impact on Globalization?“


Ithaka S+R
“Reimagining State Higher 
Education Funding”



https://www.guide2research.com/research/online-education-statistics#TOC1

https://www.guide2research.com/research/online-education-statistics#TOC1

https://financesonline.com/trends-in-higher-education/

https://financesonline.com/trends-in-higher-education/

https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2020/02/21/concerns-about-democracy-in-the-digital-age/

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/343236828_The_Educational_Implications_of_Populism_Emotions_and_Digital_Hate_Speech_A_Dialogue_with_Scholars_from_Canada_Chile_Spain_the_UK_and_the_US

https://www.smh.com.au/politics/federal/university-fees-are-changing-how-will-it-affect-you-20201009-p563ib.html

https://www.npr.org/2019/12/16/787909495/fewer-students-are-going-to-college-heres-why-that-matters

https://cshe.berkeley.edu/publications/neo-nationalism-and-universities-europe-marijk-van-der-wende-cshe-720-june-2020

https://hbr.org/2020/05/will-covid-19-have-a-lasting-impact-on-globalization

https://hbr.org/2020/05/will-covid-19-have-a-lasting-impact-on-globalization

https://sr.ithaka.org/publications/reimagining-state-higher-education-funding/

https://sr.ithaka.org/publications/reimagining-state-higher-education-funding/
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KEY TECHNOLOGIES & PRACTICES


Artificial Intelligence


Blended and Hybrid Course Models


Learning Analytics


Microcredentialing


Open Educational Resources


Quality Online Learning


L
ast year the Horizon Report renamed this section to include the 
concept of practices as a counterbalance to a single-dimensional 
focus on technologies. This year we have adjusted the name further, 


replacing “emerging” with “key.” In terms of its importance for moving 
teaching and learning forward, the newness of a technology or practice is 
less relevant than its being key for future planning. 


This shift allows these categories to come, go, and return across the 
reports more organically, ref lecting the most current issues. As we have 
witnessed over the past 18 months, shifting circumstances and new 
developments can renew (or reduce) a category’s relevance. This year,  
the categories of AI, open educational resources, and analytics 
return; new are those of blended and hybrid models, quality 
in online learning, and microcredentials. It is clear that the 
pandemic experience has led us to place continuing emphasis on 
the first three, and, for the same reason, the appearance of the 
other three comes as no surprise. 


To compose these essays, the authors (including Rob Gibson 
of Emporia State University and Katie Linder at Kansas State 
University) used both the panel’s results and the projects 
submitted by the community in the annual call for exemplar 
projects. For 2021, the teaching and learning Horizon Report 
received a record number of submissions (255) from its call 
for exemplar projects, and taken together they paint a fairly 
comprehensive picture of current directions for each of the six 
technologies and practices.


The quantitative distribution of the exemplar projects clustered 
into three groups with respect to category. The two largest were 
quality online learning (29% of the total) and OER (26%). The 
middle cluster included microcredentialing (17%), learning 
analytics (11%), and blended/hybrid (10%). AI was alone in 
its own set (7%). The top four are by no means new, so the 
combination of past work and the pandemic context explains 
why the preponderance of submissions were in those categories. 
It also suggests that AI is just getting under way in teaching 
and learning, no doubt with much more to come. In terms of 
the geographical distribution of the projects, 33% were non-
US. This year the countries contributing projects aside from 
the United States included Australia, Austria, China, Egypt, 
France, Germany, Japan, the Netherlands, New Zealand, 
Pakistan, South Africa, Sweden, and the UK. 


For 2021 we continue to provide a dimensional analysis for 
these key technologies and practices. As in 2020, we asked our 
panelists to assess the challenges and benefits institutions might 
encounter if they go forward with any of these six. For this year, 
given the demanding presence of the pandemic, we have added 
a dimension to this analysis by asking our panelists to assess 
the continued importance of the tech or practice as we begin to 
emerge from the pandemic. We asked panelists to evaluate each 
technology or practice across several dimensions, using a five-
point scale (0 = none, 4 = highest). The dimensions for 2021 are:


• How useful will it be in addressing issues of equity and 
inclusion?


• What is its potential to have a significant and positive 
impact on learning outcomes?


• What is its risk of failure?
• How receptive will faculty be to adopting it?
• What level of institutional funding will be needed to 


adopt it?
• How important do you think it will be for institutions 


seeking to establish more f lexible approaches to teaching 
and learning as we begin to emerge from the pandemic?


We also asked panelists to indicate whether each of these 
technologies and practices would require new kinds of literacies 
on the part of learners and instructors.


In this way, we asked the panelists not simply to identify what 
might be impactful but to anticipate just what that impact 
might be. These results are presented in the charts that 
accompany the discussions of the technologies and practices.
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ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE


T
o little surprise, AI returns in 2021 as a key technology. As its use is just getting 
under way in teaching and learning, it is likely to return. In 2017, an EDUCAUSE 
7 Things publication defined AI as “computer systems that undertake tasks usually 


thought to require human cognitive processes and decision-making capabilities,” and that 
definition still seems apt. While the pandemic has brought entire industries to a near halt, 
artificial intelligence appears to have been able to sustain its progress at a near breakneck 
pace, and the danger of another “AI winter” seems remote. According to the 2021 AI Index, 
progress in natural language processing has been so swift that “technical advances have 
started to outpace the benchmarks to test for them.” Outside higher education, examples 
of the feats of AI continue to pile up—for example, an international team developed an AI 
system that can detect prostate cancer from odor as accurately as dogs. AI has advanced 
to “self-supervised learning,” an advance on deep learning in which a computer system 
can learn from raw or non-labeled data. This means that AI systems could learn simply by 
watching videos. In addition, AI is “industrializing,” quickly leaving the research lab, in 
search of industrial applications. The 2021 AI index noted that in 2019 “65% of graduating 
North American PhDs in AI went into industry,” compared to 44% in 2010.


Overview


AI is appearing throughout higher education teaching and learning, in domains such 
as learning management systems, proctoring, grading/assessment, student information 
systems, office productivity, library services, admissions, disability support, and mobile 
apps to name a few. In some recent discussions on AI and higher education, two key points 
of relevancy have emerged. The first is that AI can be used to address standing or current 
challenges in teaching, learning, and learner success. The second is the opportunity to 
thoroughly rethink the curriculum and associated academic programs in a way that will 
better serve “Generation AI.”


As illustrated by the responses from the Horizon Report call for exemplar projects, most of 
the current use of AI in higher education appears to be focused on applications relevant to 
the first point. For example, bots are the heart of several projects submitted. At Durham 
University in the UK, staff are using Holly, an AI “student engagement platform,” to 
promote student success through the admissions process. The University of British 
Columbia has a project under way called Language Chatsim. Knowing that immersion 
is an effective way to learn a language, Language Chatsim allows a student “to practice 
speaking with an avatar in a virtual environment.” The avatar is connected with a chatbot 
that can deliver natural responses to the student. A bot at the University of Illinois Chicago 
called Socrates and an off-the-shelf bot deployed at Abraham Baldwin Agricultural College 
further illustrate the use of bot technology in higher education.


Artificial 
Intelligence in 
Practice


AI Campus


Funded by the German Federal 
Ministry of Education and 
Research, AI Campus is a digital 
learning platform specifically 
geared toward the development 
of AI skills and competencies. The 
learning environment is focused 
on learners and is aimed at 
developing learning opportunities 
that specifically address the needs 
of individual sectors or specialist 
areas. Institutions such as Goethe 
University are using the platform to 
support micro-degrees for topics 
related to AI.


Ethical and Legal 
Challenges in Relationship 
to AI-Driven Practices in 
Higher Education


This project seeks to study the 
ethical and legal challenges related 
to the emergence of AI-driven 
practices in higher education, 
focusing mainly on predictive 
analytics. Among the goals are the 
generation of knowledge about 
how to engage with ethics and legal 
challenges of AI in higher education 
from the ground up and the design 
of the Swedish Observatory for 
Responsible AI in Education to 
nurture the emergence and growth 
of just, caring data-driven practice. 
The principal investigators are 
faculty at Stockholm University.



https://library.educause.edu/resources/2017/4/7-things-you-should-know-about-artificial-intelligence-in-teaching-and-learning

https://library.educause.edu/resources/2017/4/7-things-you-should-know-about-artificial-intelligence-in-teaching-and-learning

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/AI_winter

https://hai.stanford.edu/research/ai-index-2021

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/ai-system-can-sniff-out-disease-as-well-as-dogs-do/

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/ai-system-can-sniff-out-disease-as-well-as-dogs-do/

https://knowledgeillusion.blog/2019/04/30/ai-and-education-the-reality-and-the-potential/

https://transmitter.ieee.org/artificial-intelligence-will-affect-next-generation/

https://www.dur.ac.uk/study/askus/holly/

https://www.dur.ac.uk/study/askus/holly/

https://eml.ubc.ca/projects/language-chatsim/

https://eml.ubc.ca/projects/language-chatsim/

https://it.uic.edu/news-stories/introducing-socrates-support-chatbot-available-on-blackboard/

https://www.abac.edu/ask-thunder/

https://ki-campus.org/?locale=en

https://wasp-hs.org/projects/ethical-and-legal-challenges-in-relationship-to-ai-driven-practices-in-higher-education/

https://wasp-hs.org/projects/ethical-and-legal-challenges-in-relationship-to-ai-driven-practices-in-higher-education/

https://wasp-hs.org/projects/ethical-and-legal-challenges-in-relationship-to-ai-driven-practices-in-higher-education/

https://wasp-hs.org/projects/ethical-and-legal-challenges-in-relationship-to-ai-driven-practices-in-higher-education/
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Another type of application might be called “AI comes to learning analytics.” The University 
of Iowa’s Digital Learning Scorecard uses machine learning to “identify students who are 
struggling academically.” Penn State’s Spectrum uses natural language processing to analyze 
transcripts of course sessions, enabling it to “ref lect back to teachers different patterns and 
data points across an entire semester.” The New Zealand Mind Lab is using AI to develop 
sentiment analysis tools to investigate the attitudes and emotions of students when they are 
interacting on social media about their course experience. These analyses “have provided a 
better understanding of students’ online sentiment relating to the activities and assessments 
of the programme.”


As for the second point of relevancy—rethinking the nature and structure in a world 
in which AI is well on its way to becoming commonplace—it would appear that higher 
education is just getting started. The FLoRA project is an international research 
collaboration involving institutions from the UK, Germany, the Netherlands, and Australia. 
The project seeks to address the importance of metacognitive skills (or “self-regulated 
learning” or SRL). Researchers are employing machine learning to better understand 
student SRL processes and to “facilitate student’s SRL by providing personalized scaffolds.” 
WeLearn, a project originating at the Center for Research and Interdisciplinarity in Paris, 
enables semantic-localized knowledge sharing through the implementation of AI algorithms 
using a browser plugin. Learning resources are semiautomatically indexed and visualized 
on a “map of concepts”; they can then be connected according to relevant complementarity 
and proximity criteria. Knowledge holders can be matched and interact if interested in doing 
so, thus creating a multitude of knowledge communities. At the University of Stockholm, 
a project is under way that “concerns the study of ethical and legal challenges related to 
the emergence of AI-driven practices in higher education, focusing mainly on Predictive 
Analytics.” Among its many goals is the ambition to “generate knowledge of how to engage 
with ethics and legal challenges of AI in HE from the ground up” and to design “the 
Swedish Observatory for Responsible AI in Education.”


Facilitating Self-Regulated 
Learning with Personalized 
Scaffolds


Self-regulated learning (SRL), 
sometimes called metacognition, 
is the ability to monitor and 
productively adapt one’s learning 
process. The FLoRA project, a 
collaboration of institutions from 
the UK, Germany, the Netherlands, 
and Australia, is a research effort 
that seeks to develop machine 
learning techniques to gain better 
measurement and understanding 
of SRL processes and to develop 
personalized scaffolds to encourage 
students’ metacognitive skills.


Natural Language 
Processing for Analysis of 
Student Online Sentiment


Using sentiment analysis tools, 
researchers in New Zealand are 
analyzing social media posts by a 
cohort of students with the goal 
of addressing the question: How 
does a natural language processing 
tool help analyze student online 
sentiment in a postgraduate 
program? By visualizing the 
sentiment scores from the analysis, 
researchers have been able to 
better understand students’ online 
sentiment relating to the activities 
and assessment. This research is 
centered at the Mind Lab, a New 
Zealand–based private training 
establishment.



https://teach.uiowa.edu/digital-learning-scorecard

https://tlt.psu.edu/spectrum/

https://ojs.aut.ac.nz/pjtel/article/view/4

https://floralearn.org/

https://projects.cri-paris.org/projects/Jq2tzEMD/summary

https://wasp-hs.org/projects/ethical-and-legal-challenges-in-relationship-to-ai-driven-practices-in-higher-education/

https://floralearn.org/

https://floralearn.org/

https://floralearn.org/

https://themindlab.ac.nz/

https://themindlab.ac.nz/

https://themindlab.ac.nz/
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Artificial Intelligence


Cost 3.0


Instructor/student receptiveness 1.8


Addresses equity and inclusion 2.1


Risk 2.7


Impact on learning outcomes 2.6


Post-pandemic importance 2.2


As it has been since its conception, AI remains controversial. Perhaps the most high-
profile debate has been about the use of AI within proctoring and examination products, 
which has spurred a f lurry of passionate dialogue. An educational technologist who 
voiced concerns about student privacy regarding the use of one such system was abruptly 
met with litigation by a purveyor. Some universities have been sued for their use of AI 
systems that collect biometric data to track and monitor progress and academic integrity 
without students’ consent. Another immediate issue confronting higher education with 
respect to AI is academic integrity. Already one site, available at US $10 per month, 
offers an application that uses the “power of paraphrasing” to avoid plagiarism detection 
so that the student is left with time “to focus on more important things.” Higher 
education may find it necessary to fight fire with fire, using AI systems to combat the 
use of other AI systems in ways that violate academic integrity standards.


The arrival of AI in higher education has opened a Pandora’s box. Going forward, 
higher education will need to be a careful and ethical user of AI. Familiar are the 
problems of bias in AI technology and of the ethics of data capture and usage. A 
report on a poll conducted by Gallup and Northeastern University, appropriately titled 
“Optimism and Anxiety,” states that 75% of Americans believe that AI will eliminate 
more jobs than it creates. Higher education has a role to play in working with students 
and communities to navigate the dislocations that the move to AI is bringing with 
it. This is why the second point of relevancy, the reimagining of higher education’s 
teaching mission, is of the utmost importance: the overall, long-term relevancy of higher 
education may depend on it.


Spectrum


This project at Penn State University 
applies natural language processing 
to the transcripts of a course’s 
sessions. Using visualizations, the 
application is designed to support 
reflective teaching practices by 
making the results of the analysis 
available to instructors. Instructors 
can use Spectrum to analyze the 
content and context of every sentence 
spoken in a class session, identify 
relationships between topics covered 
in a course, and explore how those 
topics interleave.


WeLearn


Aiming to identify and empower 
communities of knowledge, WeLearn 
is an open, web-based plugin 
that enables semantic-localized 
knowledge sharing and concept 
mapping through the implementation 
of AI algorithms. The project uses 
articles from Wikipedia and academic 
journals as part of the basis for its 
concept maps. WeLearn is a project 
of the Center for Research and 
Interdisciplinarity in Paris.


Further Reading


Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research 
Organisation (Australian National Science Agency)
Artificial Intelligence Roadmap


Human-Centered AI Institute, 
Stanford University
The AI Index 2021 Annual Report


Wall Street Journal
“Colleges Mine Data on 
Their Applicants”



https://www.theverge.com/2020/10/22/21526792/proctorio-online-test-proctoring-lawsuit-universities-students-coronavirus

https://edscoop.com/northwestern-university-biometrics-privacy/

https://www.northeastern.edu/visualization/allprojects/optimism-and-anxiety-views-on-the-impact-of-artificial-intelligence-and-higher-educations-response/

https://www.cri-paris.org/en

https://www.cri-paris.org/en

https://data61.csiro.au/en/Our-Research/Our-Work/AI-Roadmap

https://hai.stanford.edu/research/ai-index-2021

https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-data-colleges-collect-on-applicants-11548507602

https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-data-colleges-collect-on-applicants-11548507602

https://tlt.psu.edu/spectrum/

https://projects.cri-paris.org/projects/Jq2tzEMD/summary





2021 EDUCAUSE Horizon Report | Teaching and Learning Edition 16


BLENDED AND HYBRID COURSE MODELS


U
p until now higher education has, for the most part, been evolving its way forward—
sometimes enthusiastically, sometimes hesitantly—in its adoption of online and 
blended course models. But the pandemic delivered a seismic jolt that greatly 


accelerated this evolution, forcing higher education to become inventive and create an array 
of new course models to cope with a truly unique situation. Especially challenging was 
the fact that often the hybrid models crafted over the summer of 2020 had to be modified 
almost on the f ly, according to the ebbs and f lows of the pandemic. The result is that higher 
education now uses a wide and diverse spectrum of course models—so diverse, in fact, that 
the terminology can be confusing. Entire articles have sought to sort out the terms used 
for these new course models. Indeed, some institutions have appended the term “flex” to 
their institutional name or initials in order to designate their own set of new course models. 
Whatever names one might use for these course models, it is clear that higher education has 
diversified quickly and that these models are here to stay.


Overview


In this year’s annual call for exemplar projects, nearly two-thirds of the responses for the 
blended/hybrid practice concerned faculty development or the refitting of classrooms. This 
makes sense: in the sudden necessity for hybrid models, courses needed redesign, faculty 
required new expertise, and classrooms, especially for the 2020–21 academic year, needed to 
be able to support the new hybrid models. 


Given that nearly all faculty have needed support to navigate the pandemic transitions, 
individualized support has not always been practical. In light of that, many institutions 
have developed frameworks and used them as the basis for workshops, often delivered in 
virtual environments. Wichita State University’s website offers faculty five choices of hybrid 
models. Because technology interruptions and issues have become more common during 
the pandemic, Penn State University launched a Tech TA program, whose purpose is to 
provide faculty with real-time support so that the instructor can “focus on the learning 
experience of their students.” These Tech TAs provide pre-course assistance and then attend 
the class meetings remotely to assist with technology issues. The Tech TA program has been 
implemented across all 23 of Penn State’s campuses. 


With respect to classrooms, projects at Bentley University and the University of Florida 
aimed to install technology across a large number of classrooms in order to support 2020–
21 hybrid courses. Bentley’s AV vendor called that project “the largest single-project…
integration that we know of for a university in the Eastern US,” while the team at UF 
installed technology upgrades in more than 220 classrooms in a 14-week period. A team 
at the University of Massachusetts Amherst standardized improvements by developing a 
“hybrid learning tech package” that was deployed at the UMass Amherst and Mount Ida 
campuses. Leaders at Northeastern University have invested millions of dollars to install 
technology in 200 classrooms and see the investment not just as a temporary fix but as the 
way to lay the basis to continue to use hybrid models after the pandemic.


Blended and 
Hybrid Course 
Models in Practice


Digital Dream Play


In this project at the University of 
British Columbia, students, faculty, 
and staff staged a play virtually, 
August Strindberg’s A Dream Play. 
Using off-the-shelf technology, 
they worked to allow distanced 
actors to merge with one another 
through virtual environments, 
enhanced by in-the-theatre 
lighting and sound operated from 
a student team in Tokyo and San 
Francisco. 


Adaptability, Connection, 
and Equity (ACE) 
Framework


Plymouth State University has 
developed a framework to guide 
decision-making and professional 
development planning. ACE 
elevates three characteristics 
that are clear, context sensitive, 
values driven, and mission 
aligned, and Plymouth uses them 
to plan assignment-, course-, 
and institution-level responses 
to crises (such as COVID-19). ACE 
is openly licensed, as is a four-
week workshop to help faculty 
reconsider course design for the 
COVID and post-COVID eras.



https://er.educause.edu/articles/2020/9/bichronous-online-learning-blending-asynchronous-and-synchronous-online-learning

https://er.educause.edu/articles/2020/10/the-landscape-of-merging-modalities

https://www.chronicle.com/article/colleges-say-hybrid-courses-will-make-the-fall-a-success-but-will-students-get-the-worst-of-both-worlds

https://www.wichita.edu/services/mrc/OIR/Design/Hybrid/index.php

https://techtutors.psu.edu/tech-ta-forms/

https://www.bentley.edu/atc/hybrid-classroom-project

https://citt.ufl.edu/resources/teaching-in-a-classroom-with-hyflex/

https://www.umass.edu/chancellor/flexible-learning

https://www.umass.edu/chancellor/flexible-learning

https://www.chronicle.com/article/colleges-say-hybrid-courses-will-make-the-fall-a-success-but-will-students-get-the-worst-of-both-worlds

http://eml.ubc.ca/projects/digital-dream-play/

https://colab.plymouthcreate.net/ACE/

https://colab.plymouthcreate.net/ACE/

https://colab.plymouthcreate.net/ACE/
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Some institutions have chosen to include learners in their course redesign processes. At 
Fort Lewis College, “student voices are a foundational component” of their hybrid designs, 
supporting their goal to “meet the needs of students and faculty.” Student work teams are at 
the center of the 3-Cl instructional model (“pre-class, in-class, and after-class”), developed 
at Shanghai Normal University. In this approach, students are “invited to participate in 
curriculum implementation and decision making.” 


Technology, as always, has offered ways to meet the challenges of a fast-paced move into 
the online dimensions of hybrid learning. Hudson Valley Community College has exploited 
XR to develop a set of virtual field simulations for students in their early childhood 
development curriculum. They have also constructed ways utilizing Blackboard tools and 
Zoom to conduct foreign language courses. The University of Illinois at Chicago has worked 
with a vendor to support hybrid courses, integrating that application with their LMS. The 
enhancements include an extended gallery view in Zoom and additional breakout rooms.


This expansion of blended and hybrid models has also cast a spotlight on the importance 
of what could be called “learner development,” in parallel to the long-emphasized “faculty 
development” practices done at nearly every institution. Instructors and learners alike have 
experienced deep dislocations, necessitating recalibration in many dimensions. Santa Clara 
University developed a course for students called LEVL Up (Learning and Engaging in 
Virtual Learning), which “encourages students to adapt to the reality that their learning and 
most extracurricular activities will be online, while providing resources to ensure virtual 
student success.” It is also interesting to note that in the midst of all the innovation, some 
traditional practices are still highly relevant. In late spring 2020 a survey was conducted by 
Every Learner Everywhere, Digital Promise, and Tyton Partners to measure and gauge the 
student experience of the sudden shift to remote learning. The survey analysis, published 
in July 2020, reported that student satisfaction increased as larger numbers of traditional 
practices were incorporated into the course, such as frequent formative assessments, breakout 
groups during live course meetings, and check-in messages to individual students.


The pandemic context has further required higher education to consider new elements to 
be addressed in these new hybrid models. Humanizing one’s online teaching has long been 
a point of consideration, and the pandemic has added a deeper dimension to this, calling 
attention to the mental and social health of its instructors and learners. The EDUCAUSE 
2020 Student Technology Report determined that the “most commonly reported type of 
disability is a mental health disorder, which half of students who reported a disability told us 
they have.” Jisc has published a code of practice for well-being and mental health analytics.


c3Design


The University of Virginia created 
c3Design, an interactive online 
learning environment designed 
to guide instructors through the 
iterative, dynamic, and scholarly 
process of backward-integrated 
course design. As instructors 
progress in the design process, 
c3Design collects their design 
decisions using interactive forms, 
and interactive schedule and 
syllabus builders are available to 
construct the syllabus. Instructors 
can also evaluate their design 
using an award-winning rubric 
and share their courses with other 
instructors. 


Scaling HyFlex for the 
Post-COVID Campus


Is HyFlex something that the 
institution can and will adopt 
permanently? Using Beattie’s four 
values for HyFlex course design, 
Fort Lewis College responded 
affirmatively to this question, 
identifying HyFlex not just as a 
means to navigate the pandemic 
but also as a mainstream, post-
pandemic course model. Their 
steps included a structured pilot, 
a new approach to classroom 
technology, and the solicitation of 
student input.



https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.dropbox.com%2Fs%2Fjisofbwfwa5tbj9%2FFLC%2520HyFlex%2520DE%2520Initiative%2520%2528live%2520link%2529.pdf%3Fdl%3D0&data=04%7C01%7C%7C2b06ef0152694acbb40508d8f855ff93%7Cdd4b037fe626495db0170cc0f7dddb37%7C0%7C0%7C637532395541081991%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=%2B9A%2Fe6L0O9wXXBWQa9QVDHaUl4c%2F6vnBXI1Y7r44mDE%3D&reserved=0

https://hvcc0-my.sharepoint.com/:w:/g/personal/e_yanoff_hvcc_edu/ETrQDjcC46hKnX0DmCtzuCoBByR_gNan_1jaDwTQ65_Eiw?rtime=ftKrkHjw2Eg

https://www.hvcc.edu/dept-academic/business-liberalarts/english-foreign-languages-english-second-language/index.html

https://today.uic.edu/acadly-enterprise-pilot-program

https://www.scu.edu/news-and-events/press-releases/2020/october-2020/new-course-helps-scu-students-with-the-transition-to-fully-remote-learning.html

https://www.everylearnereverywhere.org/resources/suddenly-online-national-undergraduate-survey/

https://www.edsurge.com/news/2016-04-27-how-to-keep-the-human-element-in-online-classes

https://www.edsurge.com/news/2016-04-27-how-to-keep-the-human-element-in-online-classes

https://www.educause.edu/ecar/research-publications/student-technology-report-supporting-the-whole-student/2020/accessibility-and-accommodations

https://www.educause.edu/ecar/research-publications/student-technology-report-supporting-the-whole-student/2020/accessibility-and-accommodations

https://www.jisc.ac.uk/guides/code-of-practice-for-wellbeing-and-mental-health-analytics

https://openscholarspress.org/hyflex/hyflex_values

https://openscholarspress.org/hyflex/hyflex_values

https://cte.virginia.edu/programs-grants/c3design

https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.dropbox.com%2Fs%2Fjisofbwfwa5tbj9%2FFLC%2520HyFlex%2520DE%2520Initiative%2520%2528live%2520link%2529.pdf%3Fdl%3D0&data=04%7C01%7C%7C2b06ef0152694acbb40508d8f855ff93%7Cdd4b037fe626495db0170cc0f7dddb37%7C0%7C0%7C637532395541081991%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=%2B9A%2Fe6L0O9wXXBWQa9QVDHaUl4c%2F6vnBXI1Y7r44mDE%3D&reserved=0

https://nam11.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.dropbox.com%2Fs%2Fjisofbwfwa5tbj9%2FFLC%2520HyFlex%2520DE%2520Initiative%2520%2528live%2520link%2529.pdf%3Fdl%3D0&data=04%7C01%7C%7C2b06ef0152694acbb40508d8f855ff93%7Cdd4b037fe626495db0170cc0f7dddb37%7C0%7C0%7C637532395541081991%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=%2B9A%2Fe6L0O9wXXBWQa9QVDHaUl4c%2F6vnBXI1Y7r44mDE%3D&reserved=0

https://ajet.org.au/index.php/AJET/article/view/6330
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Blended and Hybrid Course Models


Cost 2.7


Instructor/student receptiveness 2.7


Addresses equity and inclusion 3.2


Risk 1.4


Impact on learning outcomes 3.2


Post-pandemic importance 3.6


Looking to the future, one “cost” of the pandemic is lost learning, especially in the 
K–12 sector. International higher education will have its own lost learning challenges 
with its current students but also with today’s K–12 students as they begin to arrive at 
postsecondary institutions in the near future. A researcher at Johns Hopkins University 
has called for a “tutoring Marshall plan to heal our students.” It is clear that hybrid course 
models will be important to address the education of these students, allowing for more 
f lexibility in course design and hence enhancing institutional capacity to address the 
learning needs of an even more diverse student body.


Once the health risk has been reduced through vaccinations, the question for institutions 
is whether to retain these hybrid models, abandon them and return to more traditional 
models, or inhabit some kind of middle ground. Some may see the recent foray into 
hybrid learning as the future, leading to fully online higher education careers for students. 
Against that there is the consistent finding across the EDUCAUSE student studies: 
“Students continue to want face-to-face classes more than any other learning environment, 
with a majority preferring either completely or mostly face-to-face.” The opportunity for 
international higher education is to find the right balance point to best serve its teaching 
and learning mission. 


The Case Method Goes 
Hybrid


The goal of this project was to 
maintain the integrity of the case-
based classroom experience and 
case method pedagogy while also 
providing an equitable learning 
environment for in-class and 
remote students. Using a design-
thinking approach, the project 
team met 80 times in 6 weeks 
to solidify a design that met all 
of the requirements. The result 
was a hybrid classroom in which 
remote students could read the 
chalkboards, see their fellow 
classmates individually, watch 
the professor, raise their hand, 
and easily participate.


A Gamified Design 
Framework for Flipped 
and Self-Regulated 
Learning


To support student success in 
blended and flipped courses, 
North Carolina State University 
created a design framework 
with flipped and self-regulated 
learning cycles based on 
cognitive, metacognitive, 
and motivational theories. 
This framework was applied 
in redesigning four large 
undergraduate courses in the 
fields of business, biochemistry, 
computer science, and math, 
which have been implemented 
since fall 2019 and were easily 
translated into “bichronous” 
(asynchronous + synchronous) 
courses during the pandemic.


Further Reading


Chronicle of Higher Education
“What I Learned in the Pandemic”


Jisc
“Over 27,000 Students Share How Colleges and 
Universities Could Improve Digital Learning“


Chronicle of Higher Education
“The Pandemic May Have 
Permanently Altered Campuses“



https://www.the74million.org/article/lost-learning-lost-students-covid-slide-not-as-steep-as-predicted-nwea-study-finds-but-1-in-4-kids-was-missing-from-fall-exams/

https://robertslavinsblog.wordpress.com/2020/11/09/an-open-letter-to-president-elect-biden-a-tutoring-marshall-plan-to-heal-our-students/

https://www.educause.edu/ecar/research-publications/student-technology-report-supporting-the-whole-student/2020/technology-use-and-environmental-preferences

https://www.hbs.edu/news/articles/Pages/creating-hybrid-classrooms.aspx

https://www.hbs.edu/news/articles/Pages/creating-hybrid-classrooms.aspx

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1FjS5HqvqhI5s7_yKWk3Udhsn_B4oZDLfhE_Bo4a2hJA/edit#slide=id.p

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1FjS5HqvqhI5s7_yKWk3Udhsn_B4oZDLfhE_Bo4a2hJA/edit#slide=id.p

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1FjS5HqvqhI5s7_yKWk3Udhsn_B4oZDLfhE_Bo4a2hJA/edit#slide=id.p

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1FjS5HqvqhI5s7_yKWk3Udhsn_B4oZDLfhE_Bo4a2hJA/edit#slide=id.p

https://community.chronicle.com/news/2476-what-i-learned-in-the-pandemic?cid=VTEVPMSED1

https://www.jisc.ac.uk/news/over-27000-students-share-how-colleges-and-universities-could-improve-digital-learning-08-mar-2021

https://www.jisc.ac.uk/news/over-27000-students-share-how-colleges-and-universities-could-improve-digital-learning-08-mar-2021

https://www.chronicle.com/article/the-pandemic-may-have-permanently-altered-campuses-heres-how

https://www.chronicle.com/article/the-pandemic-may-have-permanently-altered-campuses-heres-how





2021 EDUCAUSE Horizon Report | Teaching and Learning Edition 19


LEARNING ANALYTICS


L
earning analytics is a subset of the larger field of data analytics and has emerged from 
the abundance of data now available relating to the teaching and learning enterprise 
within higher education institutions. Through the analysis of this interrelated 


data, one goal is to make better, evidence-informed decisions about how best to serve an 
increasingly diverse population of learners in higher education settings. Learning analytics 
is necessarily complex, as the datasets included are often large and can come from a range 
of sources including the learning management system, student information system, and co-
curricular data sources such as card swipes and other records of student behavior. However, 
analyses of course- and department-level data are more common when making decisions 
regarding curriculum and course planning. Higher education institutions continue to evolve 
internal systems in order to effectively collect, house, and utilize the data that is currently 
available.


Overview


Many different areas and roles within institutions of higher education might use learning 
analytics. Since academic support and student success initiatives have grown over time, 
a range of people are involved in helping learners both in and outside the classroom. In 
addition to instructors, it is common for academic advisors, department chairs, offices of 
access or disability services, the library, and other areas of academic support to use learning 
analytics to better understand and interpret the needs and challenges of learner populations. 
This has allowed institutional responses to student needs to become more “ just in time” 
through programs such as the commonly used early-alert systems that can tell instructors 
and advisors when students are not performing well on early assessments, not accessing the 
learning management system on a regular basis, or having low engagement or performance 
across a set of courses in the same term.


However, with the broad expansion of data available, concerns arise about who has access to 
this data and for what purposes. A 2019 report from the International Council for Open and 
Distance Education (ICDE) includes consideration for a range of ethical issues related to the 
use of learning analytics including transparency, data ownership and control, accessibility 
of data, validity and reliability of data, institutional responsibility and obligation to act, 
communications, cultural values, inclusion, consent, and student agency and responsibility. 
Instructor data, for example—which can show the level of an instructor’s engagement in the 
learning management system, the timeliness of grade postings, and other quality indicators 
for effective teaching—has raised concerns about how it might be used for evaluative 
purposes without an instructor’s explicit consent. 


Learning Analytics 
in Practice


Connecting Libraries and 
Learning Analytics for 
Student Success


Learning analytics programs 
benefit from comprehensive data 
from diverse campus sources, 
and this project sought to enable 
libraries to contribute their data 
to institutional learning analytics 
programs. Led by Megan Oakleaf 
at Syracuse University, the 
principal product of this project 
was the development of a library 
profile for an open interoperability 
standard (Caliper) for library 
learner data. This enables libraries 
to control the collection and use 
of library data in alignment with 
their values, ethics, and standards, 
as well as library and institutional 
policies and practices. 


Learning Analytics 
Master’s Program


The University of Wisconsin–
Madison is empowering graduates 
to impact teaching, learning, and 
policy by harnessing educational 
data into dynamic analyses that 
will help guide decisions and 
improvements in education. 
With a focus on both quantitative 
and qualitative courses, the 
curriculum equips students with 
the foundational knowledge and 
skills necessary to successfully 
navigate the educational data 
mining landscape.



https://www.aace.org/review/global-guidelines-ethics-in-learning-analytics/

https://library.educause.edu/resources/2020/12/connecting-libraries-and-learning-analytics-for-student-success

https://library.educause.edu/resources/2020/12/connecting-libraries-and-learning-analytics-for-student-success

https://library.educause.edu/resources/2020/12/connecting-libraries-and-learning-analytics-for-student-success

https://learninganalytics.education.wisc.edu/

https://learninganalytics.education.wisc.edu/
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Moreover, questions of how much student data should be shared with individual learners 
and whether that data should be offered in comparative views for motivational purposes 
continue to be debated. The increasing use of learning analytics “dashboards,” such as the 
My Learning Analytics dashboard from the University of Michigan, can offer the ability 
for instructors and students to view data about teaching and learning through visualizations 
that offer the possibility of seeing and interpreting patterns. Importantly, however, this kind 
of data interpretation may require more training than is offered to the typical instructor, 
advisor, or student who is viewing the data in order to take effective action based on what 
the data is reporting. The Center for the Analytics of Learning and Teaching (C-ALT) at 
Colorado State University has dedicated specific resources to the interpretation and use of 
learning analytics data in order to “move theory into practice” by helping instructors and 
students interpret learning analytics for direct applications. One recent C-ALT project 
focused on student study behaviors and offered a personalized visualization to each student 
to help them better understand their study habits and patterns.


Relevance for Teaching and Learning


It is quickly becoming apparent that higher education institutions may have more learning 
analytics data than they can effectively use without strategic planning and purpose. 
Institutions are establishing increasingly complex data governance structures to help with 
the challenges of more complex data infrastructure needs. Developing a “data strategy,” 
such as the one proposed by Stony Brook University, can help bring campus stakeholders 
together around a common set of data purposes and a mission. The ultimate goal is to drive 
“data innovation” in which the users of data can interpret it and take evidence-based positive 
action, leading to more institutional agility, optimization, and data-informed practices.


More recently, institutions have been asking how learning analytics can be leveraged for 
increasing equity and access for learners. Indeed, a recent study found that while 80% of 
higher education respondents say they are using student data, only 40% are leveraging 
student data to explicitly address performance gaps. With an abundance of data now 
available, institutions of higher education must choose where to focus the attention on 
that data. The Learning Analytics Strategy Toolkit from Tyton Partners responds directly 
to these needs by providing strategies for implementation and self-assessment of learning 
analytics, with equity as a central guiding principle.


Learning analytics also has an important role to play in strategic enrollment management 
initiatives. With higher education enrollments down over 10% in the last decade, institutions 
will need to think carefully about how they are supporting students throughout the 
enrollment, retention, and graduation path. Learning analytics data can be directly tied to 
retention and persistence efforts to keep students engaged, enrolled, and graduating. 


My Learning Analytics 
(MyLA)


MyLA is the University of 
Michigan’s student-facing 
dashboard that provides 
students with information 
about their engagement with 
course materials, resources, 
assignments, and grades. 
MyLA has an active research 
agenda, centered around student 
development of self-regulated 
learning skills. MyLA draws on 
learner activity data stored in the 
Unizin Data Platform. The MyLA 
software is now in use or being 
piloted at six Unizin institutions 
and at least one non-Unizin 
institution.


Nationwide Framework for 
Responsible Use of Study 
Data


The use of student data is not yet 
widespread in the Netherlands, 
partly due to the fact that students 
and educational institutions are 
struggling with ethical and privacy 
questions. Ten universities in the 
Netherlands are developing a 
nationwide framework to address 
these concerns. The framework 
will address the ethical and 
privacy questions regarding the 
use of student data, producing the 
privacy regulations and shared 
ethical principles that apply to 
the use of student data in the 
Netherlands. 



https://its.umich.edu/academics-research/teaching-learning/my-learning-analytics

https://www.chhs.colostate.edu/alt

https://chhs.source.colostate.edu/center-for-the-analytics-of-learning-and-teaching-faculty-win-distinction-in-research-applied-science-category-award/

https://www.stonybrook.edu/commcms/irpe/about/_files/Data%20Strategy.pdf

https://eab.com/insights/blogs/operations/data-democratization-higher-ed/

https://universitybusiness.com/equity-learning-analytics-college-access-outcomes/

https://solve.everylearnereverywhere.org/kit/8S6kbfaTtXefIQmP4iqq

https://www.npr.org/2019/12/16/787909495/fewer-students-are-going-to-college-heres-why-that-matters

https://its.umich.edu/academics-research/teaching-learning/my-learning-analytics

https://its.umich.edu/academics-research/teaching-learning/my-learning-analytics

https://resources.unizin.org/display/UDP

https://versnellingsplan.nl/english/zones/learning-analytics/

https://versnellingsplan.nl/english/zones/learning-analytics/

https://versnellingsplan.nl/english/zones/learning-analytics/
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Post-pandemic importance 2.8


A look at the future of learning analytics reveals a wide range of uses for data, and 
institutions will need to continue to evolve in their infrastructures for capturing, 
analyzing, and implementing data protocols in order to remain relevant and aware of best 
practices in this area. Institutions will also need to work carefully with vendors utilizing 
data and learning analytics in their products to ensure that institutional strategic goals 
will be met and ethical standards will be observed. Finally, it is possible that stakeholders 
across the institution will require additional data awareness and analysis training to 
ensure they are utilizing learning analytics to its full potential. This may have broader 
impacts for staff and faculty development as learning analytics is integrated into training 
and standard operating procedures for teaching and advising roles.


Student Relationship 
Engagement System 
(SRES)


Based at the University of Sydney, 
SRES is a learning analytics 
platform designed to make the 
large class feel small. It gives 
instructors the ability to tailor 
messages and web pages where 
rich data, feedback, and support 
can be exchanged live between 
students and instructors. Almost 
1.8 million “personalization 
events” have been delivered by 
SRES since 2016, reaching more 
than 100,000 unique students. 
SRES is in use at four other 
Australian universities and is 
openly available. 


U-Behavior


Developed at Colorado State 
University, U-Behavior is a 
teaching and learning method 
that instructs students to self-
regulate their learning using 
science-of-learning strategies. 
The U-Behavior method is unique 
in that it integrates instruction 
(teaching students about 
beneficial learning strategies), 
provides direct feedback in the 
form of individualized behavior 
visualizations (e.g., visual-
form learning analytics), and 
encourages ongoing reflection on 
behaviors.


Further Reading


Association for the Advancement of 
Computing in Education
“Global Guidelines: Ethics in Learning Analytics”


Every Learner Everywhere
Learning Analytics Strategy Toolkit


University Business
“4 Ways Learning Analytics Lead 
to Equity in Higher Ed”



https://sres.io/

https://sres.io/

https://sres.io/

https://chhs.source.colostate.edu/center-for-the-analytics-of-learning-and-teaching-faculty-win-distinction-in-research-applied-science-category-award/

https://www.aace.org/review/global-guidelines-ethics-in-learning-analytics/

https://solve.everylearnereverywhere.org/kit/8S6kbfaTtXefIQmP4iqq

https://universitybusiness.com/equity-learning-analytics-college-access-outcomes/

https://universitybusiness.com/equity-learning-analytics-college-access-outcomes/
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MICROCREDENTIALING


M
icrocredentials are quickly becoming a mainstay of the higher education 
landscape. Defined by the State University of New York (SUNY) as programs 
of study that “verify, validate, and attest that specific skills and/or competencies 


have been achieved,” microcredentials “differ from traditional degrees and certificates in 
that they are generally offered in shorter or more f lexible timespans and tend to be more 
narrowly focused.” Credential Engine recently released a report showing the growth of 
microcredentials and alternative credentials within university settings, on massive open 
online course (MOOC) platforms, and via nonacademic providers. Currently, more 
than 700,000 microcredentials are on offer from a range of sources. The f lexibility of 
microcredentials—which can be offered online, in person, or in hybrid models combining in-
person and online instruction—may also be a contributing factor to this growing trend.


Overview


A range of options make up the field of microcredentials. In a recent report, HolonIQ 
defined six areas on the microcredential spectrum: (1) short courses and badges, (2) 
bootcamps, (3) professional certificates and licenses, (4) non–university-issued nondegree 
certificates, (5) university-issued nondegree certificates, and (6) degree programs or 
accredited programs. The spectrum also notes the time investment for each area, starting 
with 1–10 hours for a short course or badge, all the way up to 1,500–5,000 hours for a degree 
or accredited program. 


As workforce needs continue to evolve due to changes in technology infrastructure and the 
resulting upskilling and re-skilling of the workforce, microcredentials will have a key role to 
play. In 2019, more than $2.5 trillion was spent on postsecondary education and workforce 
training, with $10 billion spent on microcredentialing programs. It is significant to note that 
the investment in this area was substantial even before the economic downturn caused by 
the COVID-19 pandemic, with explosive growth happening in 2020 and continuing into 
2021 and beyond; current predictions state that the market will double in the next 3–5 years. 
The ability of microcredentials to be “bundled” in ways that create personalized and unique 
learning structures creates an infinite number of possibilities for professional development 
pathways, particularly for adult learners who are already in the workforce.


Microcredentialing 
in Practice


Curriculum Organization, 
Revision, and Evaluation 
(CORE) Project


The Curriculum Organization, 
Revision, and Evaluation (CORE) 
project at the University of 
Wisconsin–Madison seeks to provide 
professional development programs 
utilizing transformative learning 
experiences. Course offerings 
will be aligned to professional 
standards and competencies 
and offer stackable component 
microcredentials that create 
pathways into credit-bearing study.


Digital Credential Technical 
Standards Dissemination 
Initiative


The IMS Japan Society has launched 
a pilot project to share and reuse 
digital badges in admission and 
recurrent education among 
different institutions by using the 
curriculum standards developed 
by academic societies. Using IMS 
Global’s Open Badge Version 2 
and W3C’s Verifiable Credential, 
Japanese universities (e.g., the 
Open University of Japan) and badge 
vendors (e.g., Open Badge Network 
Foundation, Japan) have initiated the 
issuing of digital certificates. 



https://system.suny.edu/academic-affairs/microcredentials/

https://credentialengine.org/counting-credentials-2021/

https://credentialengine.org/counting-credentials-2021/

https://eddesignlab.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/EDL_MicropathwaysExplained.pdf

https://eddesignlab.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/EDL_MicropathwaysExplained.pdf

https://www.holoniq.com/notes/micro-and-alternative-credentials.-size-shape-and-scenarios-part-1

https://www.holoniq.com/notes/micro-and-alternative-credentials.-size-shape-and-scenarios-part-1

https://www.holoniq.com/notes/micro-and-alternative-credentials.-size-shape-and-scenarios-part-1

https://www.dropbox.com/s/nrm4297yw3eau5h/UW-Madison%20CORE%20Project%20Overview.pdf?dl=0

https://www.dropbox.com/s/nrm4297yw3eau5h/UW-Madison%20CORE%20Project%20Overview.pdf?dl=0

https://www.dropbox.com/s/nrm4297yw3eau5h/UW-Madison%20CORE%20Project%20Overview.pdf?dl=0

https://en.imsjapan.org/case

https://en.imsjapan.org/case

https://en.imsjapan.org/case
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Relevance for Teaching and Learning


The growth of microcredentials has caused many institutions to rethink their curriculum 
development processes, the relationships between their credit and noncredit programs, 
and the ways in which they are serving an increasingly diverse audience of learners. As 
the microcredential landscape has matured, it has also caused significant changes in 
nomenclature. For example, the “credegree,” a term coined by Brandon Busteed in a 2019 
Forbes article, is “a program where a student graduates with both a traditional bachelor degree 
and some sort of industry-recognized skill or credential—hence the combination of credential 
and degree in the name.” Recently, Education Design Lab also defined the “micro-pathway,” 
or when “two or more stackable credentials that can be packaged as a validated market signal 
connecting learners to employment in high growth careers.” It is clear that traditional higher 
education degree models are being questioned, adjusted, and evolved to meet the changing 
needs of contemporary learners and the industries in which they are preparing to work.


An additional challenge for institutions of higher education is the increasing competition 
in the microcredential landscape from vendors and larger companies such as Google, which 
recently announced Career Certificates, focused on project management, data analysis, and 
UX design. Already, the question is being raised about how this form of microcredentialing, 
which can be completed for as low as $240 through the Coursera platform, will disrupt the 
college degree. Google Career Certificates provide an example of the shift in focus from 
degrees to skills attainment and the different investments in time and finances that are 
required for each.


For many institutions, the growth of microcredentials will necessarily bring about a new 
architecture, infrastructure, and workflow for the development and implementation of 
programs and other forms of credentialing. The recent development of a Comprehensive 
Learner Record (CLR) specification by IMS Global, in partnership with a range of higher 
education vendors and institutional stakeholders, is one signal of the changes ahead. CLRs 
are “a new generation of secure and verifiable learning and employment records supporting 
all nature of academic and workplace recognition and achievements including courses, 
competencies and skills and employer-based achievements and milestones.” With a stamp of 
approval from the American Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers, 
the CLR specification looks to become a mainstay in the higher education landscape in 
the coming years, with adoption already happening at institutions such as the University of 
Maryland University College, which served as a pilot site for the new specification.


Diversified by Design: 
Microcredentialing Peer 
Mentors and Tutors


The Learning Resource Center 
(LRC) at the California College 
of the Arts is a combined writing 
center and academic tutoring 
center, staffed almost entirely 
by undergraduate and graduate 
work-study students dispersed 
over two physical campuses. The 
institution has launched an all-
online training program that uses 
microcredentialing to provide 
training for the LRC’s mentors 
and coaches. The credentials, 
designed in part by the coaches 
themselves, enable the LRC to 
tie training to specific learning 
outcomes while enabling the LRC 
coaches to demonstrate growing 
expertise.


The European Consortium 
of Innovative Universities 
(ECIU)


The ECIU is creating learning 
opportunities about urgent 
and relevant societal topics 
aligned with United Nations’ 
sustainable development 
goals (SDGs). To this end, they 
have created a comprehensive 
suite of microlearning 
opportunities across their many 
participating institutions. Over 
70 micromodules support a 
diverse range of challenges 
articulated in UN Sustainable 
Development Goal 11—to make 
cities and human settlements 
inclusive, safe, resilient, and 
sustainable—and completion 
of each module contributes to a 
verified microcredential.



https://www.forbes.com/sites/brandonbusteed/2019/03/11/why-college-will-soon-be-about-credegrees-and-co-ops/?sh=8bc99d731595

https://eddesignlab.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/EDL_MicropathwaysExplained.pdf

https://www.inc.com/justin-bariso/google-plan-disrupt-college-degree-university-higher-education-certificate-project-management-data-analyst.html

https://www.imsglobal.org/activity/comprehensive-learner-record

https://www.imsglobal.org/activity/comprehensive-learner-record

https://portal.cca.edu/learning/learning-resources/lrc-coach-training-program/

https://portal.cca.edu/learning/learning-resources/lrc-coach-training-program/

https://portal.cca.edu/learning/learning-resources/lrc-coach-training-program/

https://www.eciu.org/for-learners/about

https://www.eciu.org/for-learners/about

https://www.eciu.org/for-learners/about

https://sdgs.un.org/goals

https://sdgs.un.org/goals
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Post-pandemic importance 3.2


In addition to an evolution of institutional structure for microcredentials, there will also 
be a need to upskill and re-skill current higher education instructors and staff, as well 
as potentially to create new positions to support the evolving needs of what Deloitte 
recently called a “hybrid campus” model. A fundamental element of this model is the 
development of f lexible academic programs that can be packaged and bundled to meet 
the needs of current and future learners who are preparing for workforce needs that may 
not have been defined yet. As higher education institutions map the trajectory of their 
response to workforce needs, it is clear that microcredentials have the potential to become a 
foundational element for future strategic planning.


Game-Based Courses for 
Core Curriculum Classes


Students can find it challenging 
to complete all their course 
requirements in a timely way. A 
game-based course is centered 
around an academic game that has 
been purposefully designed and 
developed to help students master 
the required content and knowledge 
found in a textbook. Texas A&M 
University has begun offering a new 
series of short, online, game-based 
courses in order to help students 
meet their degree requirements. 
The courses can be taken at any 
time. 


Using the Comprehensive 
Learning Record (CLR)


The Greater Washington 
Partnership (GWP) connects 
the largest employers in the 
Richmond-to-Baltimore region 
with colleges and universities to 
meet the skills needed by these 
employers, especially with regard 
to technology skills. The GWP has 
given member institutions the right 
to issue digital microcredentials to 
students who have shown they have 
the knowledge, skills, and abilities 
associated with the different 
requirements. These requirements, 
or competencies, were developed in 
partnership with the institutions.


Further Reading


Deloitte
“The Hybrid Campus”


HolonIQ
Micro & Alternative Credentials. 
Size, Shape and Scenarios—Part 1


The EvoLLLution
“Leveraging Credential Innovation to Drive 
Meaningful Pathways to Degrees and Careers”



https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/industry/public-sector/post-pandemic-hybrid-learning.html

https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/industry/public-sector/post-pandemic-hybrid-learning.html

http://viz.arch.tamu.edu/

http://viz.arch.tamu.edu/

https://gwp.umbc.edu/

https://gwp.umbc.edu/

https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/industry/public-sector/post-pandemic-hybrid-learning.html

https://www.holoniq.com/notes/micro-and-alternative-credentials.-size-shape-and-scenarios-part-1

https://www.holoniq.com/notes/micro-and-alternative-credentials.-size-shape-and-scenarios-part-1

https://evolllution.com/programming/credentials/leveraging-credential-innovation-to-drive-meaningful-pathways-to-degrees-and-careers/

https://evolllution.com/programming/credentials/leveraging-credential-innovation-to-drive-meaningful-pathways-to-degrees-and-careers/
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OPEN EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES


T
he global pandemic threw into stark relief the growing importance of open 
educational resources (OER)—in particular, resources that are “born digital” and 
that are freely available for students to access from anywhere and from any device. 


Unexpectedly displaced from campus, many students abandoned their physical textbooks 
in residence halls as courses rapidly shifted online. Some faculty struggled to find f lexible 
alternative materials to support this transition.


David Wiley, founder of Lumen Learning, defines OER as any copyrightable work that 
is either in the public domain or licensed in a manner that provides everyone with free 
and perpetual permission to engage in the 5R activities: retain, reuse, revise, remix, and 
redistribute.


Affordable textbooks and resource options are gradually gaining traction. In numerous states, 
student government associations have enthusiastically promoted the adoption of free or low-
cost learning resources. Many of these efforts were already afoot well ahead of the pandemic, 
but it remains to be seen if the pandemic will have any lasting impact on awareness and 
adoption once students begin returning to face-to-face instruction.


Overview


The 2021 Horizon Report exemplar OER projects provide a vision for how far and wide the 
definition of “open content” now extends. Moving well beyond textbooks, many projects 
and resources submitted to this year’s report now include cutting-edge, openly accessible 
content such as Virtual Immersive Teaching and Learning (VITaL), developed at San Diego 
State University. The rapid transition online necessitated that anatomy instructors find 
alternatives to using physical specimens, at which point the open virtual anatomy resources 
became immediately more relevant. SDSU is now developing an open platform to make these 
resources available to the 400,000+ students enrolled within the California State University 
System.


The University of British Columbia Emerging Media Lab developed 3D Metabolism, 
which provides data visualization of the metabolic network. Developers hope that this open-
source platform will be adapted by other institutions and find broader utility in learning 
environments ranging from high schools to medical school training.


Boston University’s Learning Blocks (BULB) is an open-source WordPress plugin that aids 
the creation of interactive OER. Instructors embed self-assessment questions directly into 
pages alongside text, audio, and video content. Students interact directly with questions in 
their browsers and receive instant feedback while working through lessons.


OER in Practice


Australian Politics and 
Policy Open Textbook


This customizable, open textbook 
provides holistic coverage of 
Australian politics and public 
policy for use in undergraduate and 
postgraduate courses. Close to 110 
scholars have been involved in the 
project, including 70 university-
based and independent scholars 
from across Australia. The textbook 
is hosted on Sydney Open Library.


ENCORE+ — European 
Network for Catalyzing 
Open Resources in 
Education


This project seeks to promote 
the adoption of OER in Europe 
by building a European OER 
ecosystem. Components of that 
ecosystem include a sustainable 
collaboration model, an OER quality 
framework (which includes a 
pilot program), and OER strategy 
guidelines for higher education and 
business. 



https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/JME-04-2020-0027/full/html

https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/JME-04-2020-0027/full/html

http://opencontent.org/definition/

https://courses.lumenlearning.com/pathways/chapter/reading-the-5rs-of-oer/

https://courses.lumenlearning.com/pathways/chapter/reading-the-5rs-of-oer/

https://www.kansan.com/news/legislature-student-senate-work-to-decrease-textbook-prices/article_ce4dbc12-34af-11e9-a0d4-c7aee0023af3.html

https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2021/03/18/pandemic-didnt-speed-adoption-open-educational-resources-outlook

https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2021/03/18/pandemic-didnt-speed-adoption-open-educational-resources-outlook

https://its.sdsu.edu/vital/

http://eml.ubc.ca/projects/3d-metabolism/

https://digital.bu.edu/bulb/

https://sydneyuniversitypress.com.au/blogs/news/revolutionary-textbook-saves-students-thousands

https://sydneyuniversitypress.com.au/blogs/news/revolutionary-textbook-saves-students-thousands

https://open.sydneyuniversitypress.com.au/

https://encoreproject.eu/

https://encoreproject.eu/

https://encoreproject.eu/

https://encoreproject.eu/
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The University of Calgary’s Endlessly Replayable Patient Cards are clinical problem 
scenarios that allow medical learners to practice diagnosis, investigation, and management. 
The cards are authored by clinical faculty and structured around key findings in cognitive 
psychology. The case templates contain variables allowing for replay, offering learners 
unlimited practice structured around the Lietner Study Method.


The Tapestry Tool at the University of British Columbia was developed with input from 
more than 1,000 students, staff, and faculty. The tool is designed to allow users to integrate 
concepts presented in any of several mediums. Concepts are displayed as nodes that support 
videos, photos, documents, websites, and even interactive widgets.


The College of the Canyons Zero Textbook Cost Initiative empowers students to act 
as OER Student Specialists who work alongside instructional designers, technologists, 
faculty, and librarians to develop materials. Student Specialists work to remove the faculty 
barriers to adopting or adapting content and assist in the redesign of materials from a 
student perspective.


Finally, the University of North Carolina System Course Enhancement and OER 
Collections provides a curated repository of high-demand course resources and materials 
that are offered across the UNC System. The university enlisted more than 70 subject-
matter experts who worked in discipline-specific teams to design and develop content.


Various data suggest that on average, students spend roughly $600 per year on textbooks. 
Cost savings aside, the improvements in retention and student outcomes resulting from 
these efforts can be significant. The adoption of OER amid the pandemic has led to 
increased unit enrollment and increased credit hour production. While the results of the 
quasi-experimental study are limited, there appear to be statistically significant results that 
support these outcomes.


Open Education at the 
University of Edinburgh


The university’s strategic support 
for OER enabled it to rapidly develop 
and offer an open course for clinical 
staff supporting COVID-19 critical 
care patients. Supported by the 
university’s Wikimedian in Residence, 
staff and students have created 
hundreds of Wikipedia entries that 
redress gender imbalance, center 
marginalized voices, diversify and 
decolonize the curriculum, and 
uncover hidden histories.


Open Education Austria 
Advanced


This collaboration of Austrian higher 
education institutions seeks to define 
and implement an overall concept 
for the sustainable anchoring of 
OER and open educational practices 
at Austrian universities. Aspects 
of the program include a national 
OER certification body, services for 
instructors developing OER, and an 
expansion of technical infrastructure 
for OER.


The Affordable Learning 
Exchange (ALX)


This is an effort to widen the use of 
OER across all six of the Ohio State 
campuses. The initiative provides 
services including support for 
adopting, adapting, and creating 
OER. Frequently, support for 
course redesign and pedagogical 
transformation to support student 
learning is available as well. To date, 
the program has funded 114 projects 
in 5 years and produced more than 
200 open books.



https://cards.ucalgary.ca/

https://jessewhelan.medium.com/using-the-leitner-system-to-improve-your-study-d5edafae7f0

https://tapestry-tool.com/

https://www.canyons.edu/ztc

https://www.northcarolina.edu/unc-system-course-collection-libraries/

https://www.northcarolina.edu/unc-system-course-collection-libraries/

https://eliterate.us/how-much-do-college-students-actually-pay-for-textbooks/

https://www.league.org/learning-abstracts/oer-increased-unit-enrollment-and-student-outcomes-help-students-and-colleges

https://open.ed.ac.uk/

https://open.ed.ac.uk/

https://www.openeducation.at/willkommen/

https://www.openeducation.at/willkommen/

https://affordablelearning.osu.edu/

https://affordablelearning.osu.edu/
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Open Educational Resources (OER)


Cost 1.7
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Impact on learning outcomes 3.3                                                                                                       


Post-pandemic importance 3.1


One of the most relevant advantages of OER is increased societal equity for students. 
Many students do not have equitable access to learning resources, primarily because of 
the cost, which disproportionally affects marginalized students, who are more likely to 
bear the expenses of their education on their own. OER also helps keep content current 
because it is often hosted online, where it can be updated quickly. OER can also empower 
instructors and students by promoting learning experiences that are specifically aligned 
to curriculum standards. Students can contribute by developing their own resources 
independently or in collaboration with their instructor. Finally, OER saves money. 
Commercialized OER resources, in contrast, are sometimes rebranded with additional 
fees—these are often referred to as openwrapped and openwashed content.


Despite the urgency of the pandemic, however, adoption rates among faculty remain f lat. 
Digital Texts in the Time of COVID found that 70% of faculty still retained textbooks 
as a course requirement and 87% reported using the same textbooks as previous terms. In 
fact, the level of adoption of OER as a required course material did not increase in 2020, 
marking the first time that growth in awareness was not coupled with growth in adoption. 
Much of the reason for this lethargic adoption is predicated on the surge in commercial 
vendor options, such as inclusive access, which provide faculty the same imprints in 
alternative, lower-priced formats.


The Code of Best Practices 
in Fair Use for Open 
Educational Resources


This code is a tool for educators, 
librarians, and authors to evaluate 
common professional scenarios in 
which fair use can enable them to 
incorporate inserts, including those 
protected by copyright, to create 
OER. Supported by the American 
University Washington College of 
Law, it is the product of a cross-
section of OER professionals and 
has been reviewed by seven leading 
legal experts across Canada and the 
United States.


Further Reading


EDUCAUSE
Open Educational Resources (OER)


US Department of Education
Open Education


UNESCO Institute
Guidance on Open Educational Practices 
during COVID-19 Pandemic



https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/feduc.2019.00152/full

https://pm4id.org/

https://news.elearninginside.com/open-openwashing-half-truths-openness/

https://www.bayviewanalytics.com/reports/digitaltextsinthetimeofcovid.pdf

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/11/07/inclusive-access-takes-model-college-textbook-sales

https://www.wcl.american.edu/impact/initiatives-programs/pijip/impact/best-practices-in-fair-use/best-practices-in-fair-use-for-open-educational-resources/

https://www.wcl.american.edu/impact/initiatives-programs/pijip/impact/best-practices-in-fair-use/best-practices-in-fair-use-for-open-educational-resources/

https://www.wcl.american.edu/impact/initiatives-programs/pijip/impact/best-practices-in-fair-use/best-practices-in-fair-use-for-open-educational-resources/

https://library.educause.edu/topics/teaching-and-learning/open-educational-resources-oer

https://tech.ed.gov/open/

https://iite.unesco.org/publications/guidance-on-open-educational-practices-during-covid-19-pandemic/

https://iite.unesco.org/publications/guidance-on-open-educational-practices-during-covid-19-pandemic/
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QUALITY ONLINE LEARNING


T
he number of exemplar projects submitted for the 2021 Horizon Report in the category 
of quality online learning is both impressive and extensive. This category did not 
exist in last year’s report yet garnered 63 outstanding submissions. Most of this 


activity was attributable to the pandemic, which resulted in many instructional service units 
being marshaled in new and important ways as courses rapidly pivoted online. However, the 
mechanics of delivery—that is, how to use the tools—was only part of the challenge. More 
importantly, strategies for how to effectively teach online and how to design quality courses 
were often promoted. To meet this challenge, colleges and universities brought to bear a 
variety of strategies, including templates, self-directed courses, consultation, resource hubs, 
and more.


A side effect of this shift was demotivation, frustration, and stress among the staff, the 
faculty, and even the students. While the exemplars are wonderful examples of creativity and 
enterprising ingenuity, there was a human toll as well. It proved difficult to suddenly on-ramp 
thousands of faculty overnight.


Overview


Early in the crisis several institutions began developing portals/hubs that included a variety of 
resources and teaching strategies. These were normally selections of finely curated materials 
intended to help faculty make the rapid pivot from traditional to online instruction. Among 
the finest examples of these was Indiana University’s faculty-facing Keep Teaching and its 
companion student-facing Keep Learning. Staff proactively developed the resources of the 
site, allowing them to quickly revise and redeploy it to meet the needs of faculty. The site’s 
structure and content were borrowed by dozens of colleges and universities across the US and 
abroad.


The pandemic required new pedagogical approaches for faculty to rethink content delivery, 
engagement activities, and authentic application and assessment. An outcome for Western 
Sydney University was the Online Engagement and Teaching Hub, which provided faculty 
and designers with a curated suite of teaching strategies, recommended technologies aligned 
to evidence-based learning theories, and exemplars showcasing practices of peers in the 
university. Regardless of where an instructor was in the online continuum, the hub provided 
practical resources, the opportunity to connect with a community of practitioners, and a 
mechanism to enhance the scholarship of their teaching practice.


Quality Online 
Learning in 
Practice


Bloom Restaurant 
Orientation Digital 
Learning Simulation


With the pandemic, the culinary 
education team at the Conestoga 
College Institute of Technology 
and Advanced Learning faced 
the challenge of providing a 
meaningful learning experience 
at a distance. Their answer was a 
13-module simulation, enabling 
students to experience a virtual 
orientation to a restaurant’s 
kitchen. The animation and design 
were done entirely by Conestoga 
students. Initially designed to help 
pivot online, this simulation will be 
part of their culinary arts program 
going forward.


Community Building 
Resources from Equity 
Unbound and OneHE


This is a set of community-building 
resources for online teaching, 
launched in August 2020 in order 
to support people teaching fully 
online for the first time. It includes 
written instructions and usually 
also video demos of activities to do 
in synchronous or asynchronous 
classes, for introductions, warm-
ups, or ongoing community 
building. It includes adaptations, 
templates, and other supporting 
information. OneHE is an 
international collaboration of 
learning designers and other 
education experts.



https://www.chronicle.com/article/the-staff-are-not-ok

https://www.fierceeducation.com/administration/faculty-burnout-virtual-teaching-taking-its-toll-as-covid-rages

https://www.fierceeducation.com/administration/faculty-burnout-virtual-teaching-taking-its-toll-as-covid-rages

https://cen.acs.org/education/undergraduate-education/Pandemic-stress-toll-s-taking/99/i2

https://keepteaching.iu.edu/

https://keeplearning.iu.edu/

https://lf.westernsydney.edu.au/engage/

https://conestogalearnings.wixsite.com/teaching-bloom

https://conestogalearnings.wixsite.com/teaching-bloom

https://conestogalearnings.wixsite.com/teaching-bloom

https://onehe.org/equity-unbound/

https://onehe.org/equity-unbound/

https://onehe.org/equity-unbound/





2021 EDUCAUSE Horizon Report | Teaching and Learning Edition 29


Conestoga College in Ontario created a series of virtualized culinary lessons and learning 
experiences called Bloom that replicate a real culinary school. With guidance from the 
Virtual and Augmented Reality Lab specialists, a 13-module digital learning simulation was 
developed to provide culinary students with a virtual orientation to the Bloom restaurant. 
Students interactively explore various stations and equipment in the kitchen, establish safety 
procedures, and further their learning to become a productive and skilled kitchen team 
member.


Auburn University created several high-quality simulated exhibits and labs to support the 
shift. The Evolution Exhibit, Art Gallery, Lab Assessment, Microscope and Slide Viewer, 
and Exhibit Hall are extraordinary examples of resources that were developed to support 
teaching and learning. Analogues to the on-ground versions, these simulations are designed 
to be as realistic and intuitive an experience as possible. Moreover, instructors can record 
annotated videos, allowing them to walk students through the content just as they would in a 
face-to-face setting.


The e-teaching organization Hochschulforum Digitalisierung and the Gesellschaft für 
Medien in der Wissenschaft, Germany, created the Quickstarter Online-Lehre, a course 
to support and qualify lecturers with little or no experience in the use of digital media. The 
qualification consists of seven units that provide lecturers with an introduction and basic 
competencies for digitally supported teaching and learning. The second component focuses 
on lessons learned and the exchange of experiences. The recordings and accompanying 
materials are available as OER.


Finally, Bowdoin College’s Bowdoin Online Learning and Teaching (BOLT) was developed 
in response to the pivot from emergency instruction to an intentional, well-designed online 
instructional program. Communication consisted of askBOLT email to request support, a 
Teams Channel for faculty-to-faculty communication, and a website and workshop calendar. 
BOLT services included faculty consultations and weekly instructional design sessions, 
among other solutions.


Many faculty discovered that teaching online meant more than simply replicating the face-
to-face experience through Zoom. Quality Matters, a leading quality assurance organization, 
pooled a series of resources that noted the importance of designing courses using empirically 
validated quality assurance standards that improve the online learning experience. Quality 
Matters, OLC, and other similar standards ensure that faculty are prepared to teach online 
and that their courses meet certain quality assurances.


Hiking with Canvas: Virtual 
Summer Training Sessions 
for Faculty during Shelter-
in-Place


Due to COVID-19 and the need to 
rapidly train faculty for teaching 
in a remote environment using 
the Canvas LMS, Chapman 
University designed three types 
of summer intensive course 
design training sessions, called 
“hikes,” to deepen instructors’ 
understanding of how educational 
technologies could support their 
online teaching and provide a 
rich student-learning experience. 
Feedback was enthusiastic about 
the usefulness of these trainings, 
which are publicly shared and can 
be repurposed by other campuses.


Self-Service Resources 
for Course Design and 
Accessibility


To promote quality online teaching 
and learning, the University of 
Florida’s Center for Instructional 
Technology & Training designed 
a set of self-service resources, 
intended for faculty and advisors, 
to provide guidance in course 
design, digital accessibility, 
online advising, and edtech 
implementation. Faculty can 
review a number of modules and 
course templates, which include 
consideration for learner paths 
and prompt faculty to provide 
information to create a welcoming 
and inclusive online course.



https://conestogalearnings.wixsite.com/teaching-bloom

https://auburn.instructure.com/courses/1303000/pages/virtual-museum

https://auburn.instructure.com/courses/1303000/pages/virtual-art-gallery?module_item_id=18970208

https://auburn.instructure.com/courses/1303000/pages/virtual-lab-assessment

https://auburn.instructure.com/courses/1303000/pages/virtual-microscope-and-slide-viewer

https://auburn.instructure.com/courses/1303000/pages/virtual-exhibit-hall

https://www.e-teaching.org/praxis/themenspecials/quickstarter-online-lehre

https://www.bowdoin.edu/bolt/index.html

https://news.iu.edu/stories/2021/03/iu/inside/05-quality-matters-renewed-focus-covid-19-pandemic.html

https://canvas.chapman.edu/courses/27009

https://canvas.chapman.edu/courses/27009

https://canvas.chapman.edu/courses/27009

https://canvas.chapman.edu/courses/27009

https://citt.ufl.edu/articles/faculty-self-service-resources.html

https://citt.ufl.edu/articles/faculty-self-service-resources.html

https://citt.ufl.edu/articles/faculty-self-service-resources.html
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The term “quality” as it relates to digital teaching and learning is one that often spurs 
fervent debate, given that definitions vary so widely. While several books and articles 
have been authored on the topic, Tony Bates observes that it is “the relationship between 
quality assurance processes and learning outcomes, and ‘quality assurance fit for purpose’: 
meeting the goals of education in a digital age.” The recent pandemic served as something 
of an inflection point for what quality entails as institutions grappled with the conversion 
of thousands of courses from traditional to digital formats in a very compressed time 
frame. Emergency online instruction was often conflated with quality online digital 
learning, which is far more deliberate, purposeful, and well conceived. As a result, several 
institutions have renewed their focus on quality assurance and have begun a more deliberate 
transformational process that ensures the instructional content is student centered, aligned 
with programmatic learning outcomes, accessible to all learners, and effectively designed and 
delivered.


Technology Enhanced and 
Innovative Teaching and 
Learning with Technology


In response to a nationwide lockdown 
necessitated by the pandemic, the 
Faculty of Economic and Management 
Sciences (F-EMS) at North-West 
University in New Zealand conducted 
a survey of students and staff to learn 
about the experience of the shift to 
remote teaching and learning. The 
survey enabled F-EMS to construct 
a set of important competencies 
and implement a set of intervention 
strategies.


Virtual Exhibit Hall


Auburn University’s Virtual Exhibit 
Hall is a simulated space in which 
students and professors can learn 
and interact with academic content 
and with one another. Presenters 
can upload either audio or video 
explanations for the work being 
displayed, and there is the option to 
include a synchronous Zoom session 
for presenters and visitors to interact 
in real time. After the virtual exhibit 
hall experience, students will feel 
more comfortable in a live academic 
poster hall because they will know 
what to expect, both as a presenter 
and as an audience member.


Further Reading


EDUCAUSE
“5 Tips for Moving from Remote 
Instruction to Quality Online Learning”


The EvoLLLution
“Remote in a Time of Pandemic: Six 
Considerations As We Adapt to COVID-19”


IEEE Spectrum
“How Online Learning Kept Higher Ed 
Open during the Coronavirus Crisis”



https://opentextbc.ca/teachinginadigitalage/chapter/11-1-what-do-we-mean-by-quality-when-teaching-in-a-digital-age/

https://news.iu.edu/stories/2021/03/iu/inside/05-quality-matters-renewed-focus-covid-19-pandemic.html

https://news.iu.edu/stories/2021/03/iu/inside/05-quality-matters-renewed-focus-covid-19-pandemic.html

https://commerce.nwu.ac.za/telit-sa/home

https://commerce.nwu.ac.za/telit-sa/home

https://commerce.nwu.ac.za/telit-sa/home

https://aub.ie/VEH

https://er.educause.edu/blogs/2020/5/5-tips-for-moving-from-remote-instruction-to-quality-online-learning

https://er.educause.edu/blogs/2020/5/5-tips-for-moving-from-remote-instruction-to-quality-online-learning

https://evolllution.com/revenue-streams/distance_online_learning/remote-in-a-time-of-pandemic-six-considerations-as-we-adapt-to-covid-19/

https://evolllution.com/revenue-streams/distance_online_learning/remote-in-a-time-of-pandemic-six-considerations-as-we-adapt-to-covid-19/

https://spectrum.ieee.org/tech-talk/at-work/education/how-online-learning-kept-higher-ed-open-during-the-coronavirus-crisis

https://spectrum.ieee.org/tech-talk/at-work/education/how-online-learning-kept-higher-ed-open-during-the-coronavirus-crisis
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SCENARIOS


Growth


Constraint


Collapse


Transformation


S
ince the release of the previous Horizon Report, the trauma of a 
global pandemic has fundamentally changed the way in which 
higher education functions. The impact of an emergency move 


to remote work, teaching, and learning, followed by an academic year 
of mostly online or hybrid education, continues to be felt. And the 
implications of these events will continue to shape higher education for 
years to come. Despite the constraints of events, trends, and technological 
developments that are beyond their control, higher education leaders still 
have the capacity to exert agency over the future of their institutions. 
While the three broad options of restoring what was, embracing a post-
pandemic evolution, and initiating a comprehensive transformation can 
provide strategic direction, the futures of higher education (and individual 
institutions) are dependent on decisions made today and on a host of 
factors beyond their control.


Clearly, plans that enable us to navigate diverse futures are more robust 
than plans that are cemented to a single version of the future. In this 
section we are using a tool from the Institute for the Future: envisioning 
alternative futures. By doing so, we can be more imaginative in our 
planning and equip ourselves with the f lexibility we need to encounter 
what does eventually occur. This section of the Horizon Report is a creative 
but systematic exercise in anticipating alternative futures for higher 
education. 


We provide four such scenarios. Each is written from an imaginary 
viewpoint in the year 2031, ref lecting on the course of higher education 
through the decade beginning in 2021. We are using the institute’s four 
scenario archetypes or generic shapes of change. The first is growth, 
a scenario that takes current trajectories into a future in which higher 
education largely f lourishes but leaves some of its issues inadequately 
addressed. The second is constraint, in which higher education continues 
but with a diminished role. Third is collapse, a scenario in which higher 
education is beset by rapid breakdowns and forces of change outside 
its control. Finally, in the transformation scenario, higher education 
establishes a successful new paradigm for itself. 


We have taken this “all four points of the compass” approach to 
provide distinct future alternatives. These archetypal scenarios will 
enable you to anticipate a variety of possible futures in your planning 
for what might come our way. 



https://www.educause.edu/research-and-publications/research/top-10-it-issues-technologies-and-trends/2021

https://www.educause.edu/research-and-publications/research/top-10-it-issues-technologies-and-trends/2021
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GROWTH


T
en years after vaccinations brought COVID-19 under control, the long-term impacts of the pandemic are coming into 
focus. As online courses became accepted and monetized, the appetite for them grew, enabling the emergency shifts to 
remote work and learning to become a permanent part of an evolved landscape. Faculty development programs designed 


to facilitate transitions from face-to-face to online learning converted many faculty previously skeptical of online and hybrid 
learning into believers. Generational replacement hastened this trend as Boomers retired and Millennials and Gen Zers came to 
dominate the ranks of faculty and make tenure decisions.


Increased enthusiasm for online and hybrid learning models 
meant instructors were able to offer better learning experiences 
to students, which increased demand for courses with f lexible 
schedules and blended learning environments. Soon the 
demand for programs to help instructors learn how to leverage 
learning technologies and cultivate richer learning experiences 
outpaced the supply of instructional designers and academic 
technologists. Most institutions opted to convert faculty 
development programs into self-service online modules that 
embody the best practices and designs of online and hybrid 
instruction. Some institutions staked a claim in this space by 
building revenue-generating online programs that cater to 
institutions lacking the resources to create or support their own 
programs at scale. The experiences for faculty in these programs 
deepened instructors’ commitments to imparting the same 
experiences to their students, regardless of the formats in which 
their courses are delivered.


Rather than increasing the number of full-time tenure-track 
faculty, large public institutions doubled-down on the short-
term financial benefits of relying on lower-paid part-time 
and adjunct faculty who could deliver the largely modular 
courses needed to meet enrollment requirements. The number 
of instructional design and academic technologist staff grew 
modestly at first in order to build programs to support a model 
of online education that operated in parallel with the face-to-
face offerings to generate revenue. Institutions are still unable to 
guarantee students access to the devices and the internet access 
necessary to handle the demands of their coursework, to provide 
high-quality open educational resources to reduce the overall 
cost of a degree, and to ensure all students receive timely and 
comprehensive accommodations to their accessibility needs. 


Institutions have not departed significantly from the tuition-
driven funding models that dominated the pre-pandemic 
landscape. In the face of growing xenophobia and nationalism, 
international student enrollments declined precipitously as many 
students feared for their safety; higher education responded 
by expanding their revenue streams through increases in 
offerings beyond traditional two-year, four-year, and graduate/
professional degrees to include a vast array of microcredential 
programs with inflated tuition and fees designed to make up 
for lost revenues. Doing this increased the number and type 
of students from around the world who can “return” without 
traveling abroad and created opportunities for lifelong learners 
of all ages and backgrounds to return to their studies whenever 
and for however long they choose. Although international 
enrollments increased significantly under this new model, the 
revenue gains were not sufficient to fully offset tuition hikes. 
Nevertheless, the rate of tuition increases continued to decline 
over the course of the decade.


The effects of global climate change have added to the 
permanence of the move to online and hybrid teaching 
models. Severe weather events and unpredictable weather 
conditions have reduced the capacity of some institutions to 
rethink their course delivery models. Offering more online 
and hybrid options also allowed institutions to discover cost 
savings by not having to meet students’ housing and other 
physical needs. Some institutions developed sustainable forms 
of energy production, campus recycling and composting efforts, 
and green infrastructural development. Still others leveraged 
existing resources, including faculty expertise, to develop new 
research and academic programs, curricula, and credentials 
with a mission to mitigate the effects of climate change. These 
programs enroll students from all over the world in numbers 
that easily surpass the most popular traditional majors. 
Institutions have leveraged the experiences and lessons learned 
from the pandemic to make high-quality higher education an 
exportable commodity.
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CONSTRAINT


H
igher education emerged from the COVID-19 pandemic diminished. Large segments of prospective students migrated away 
from conventional institutions toward other opportunities for skills training and job placement, and college enrollments 
plummeted to historically low levels. This widespread financial strain tore a fault line through the foundations of higher 


education. The scarcity of students resulted in a bifurcation of higher education in which some institutions became more entrenched 
in traditional models of education for narrow populations of students while other institutions leaned into innovations and new 
education models that enabled efficiency and renewed commitments to equity. 


For some institutions, the threat of closure drove them to seek 
stability by sustaining traditional models of postsecondary 
education, cornering the market on prestige and status. At these 
institutions, innovations in learning technology and design are 
regarded as threats to the core values and historical foundations 
of higher education and are perceived as “cheapening” degree 
attainment. Degree programs at these institutions tip toward 
those with perceived direct applications to industry, workforce, 
and socioeconomic status—business, science, law, medicine, 
computer science, and economics. Student demographics 
mirror markers of status and wealth in society at large, with 
enrollments disproportionately favoring white and upper-
class student populations. These institutions strengthened 
their commitments to demonstrating value and ROI to their 
government and industry partners and investors, and they gain 
stability through robust and exclusive advancement and alumni 
programs and engagement. 


Indeed, for these less progressive institutions, “doing more 
with less” means doing more for a select few and doing less 
for most others. Outdated and biased algorithms for “success” 
drive the distribution of student and financial resources, 
leaving little support for student populations without the 
financial, social, and/or digital capital required to gain entry 
into meaningful learning experiences and successes. Without 
the benefits of innovative learning technologies and course 
and program design, the stresses and burdens of this form of 
learning disproportionately impact nontraditional students, as 
these institutions fail to adequately understand and adapt to the 
domestic, professional, and economic demands these students 
encounter along their educational journey. The digital divide 
persists and in some places even widens as the onus of securing 
access to reliable devices and networks falls on the shoulders 
of students, with only minimal levels of support from their 
institutions.


Other, more progressive institutions were open to adapting 
and finding ways to operate more deliberately and efficiently 
and to offer education to larger numbers of students who have 
been closed off from traditional models of education. These 
institutions saw the financial crisis as a call to winnow and 
strengthen their commitment to a different set of core values, to 
the betterment of their communities and environments, and to 
sustainability, diversity, equity, and inclusion. 


These institutions embraced alternative and innovative models 
for development and recruitment, as well as f lexible, hybrid 
approaches to learning and degree attainment. Where they 
lost financial security that may have been gained through 
exclusive advancement and recruitment efforts, they stabilized 
through new eco-entrepreneurial investments, international 
collaborations, and social activism, fundraising, and capital. 
Enrollments at these institutions came to balance across student 
populations and demographics, and their carbon footprints set 
a new standard for “green education.” Nontraditional students 
navigating domestic or professional demands are granted 
f lexible arrangements for their learning experiences and 
degree completion. Aggressive budget restructurings provide 
complete overhauls of institutions’ device loaner programs 
and network infrastructures, with the goal of providing “all 
students all access all the time.” Online education programs 
at these institutions grew exponentially, with the stated 
purpose of providing more access to education for more student 
populations.


For these institutions, “doing more with less” means serving 
more students more effectively through fewer resources. They 
embrace efficiencies in course delivery and operations and 
explore innovations where they enable access to education 
for nontraditional students and institutional access to 
nontraditional sources of support and stability. Curriculum 
and degree programs at these institutions mirror their more 
relational and personal approaches to education, preserving and 
elevating the value of humanities and liberal arts education, 
taking holistic approaches to supporting the whole student.
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COLLAPSE


T
he confluence of three major trends spelled the end of higher education as we knew it. First, the triumph of neoliberal 
economics over Keynesian models stripped the state of tools to respond to astronomical rates of unemployment and inflation, 
resulting in the collapse of the middle class and the last remnants of the modern welfare state. Second, without the will 


and capacity to help the victims of the environmental, infrastructural, and economic devastation brought about by climate change, 
concerns about physical and economic security began to take precedent over higher-order values of autonomy and self-expression. 
Finally, taking advantage of the economic and environmental turmoil, nationalists employed political violence and threats of political 
violence to undermine the liberal democratic order, advancing apartheid policies that created separate and unequal conditions.


Not only has state funding for public higher education 
institutions been all but eliminated, federal student aid 
programs have been replaced by aggressive voucher programs, 
resulting in a postsecondary version of charter schools in 
which small, private, nonprofit institutions organized around 
narrow political, economic, and religious belief systems thrive. 
Institutions that had become dependent on tuition-based 
operating budgets were unable to survive the sharp drop in 
student enrollment. Large state systems that survived shuttered 
many branch campuses and consolidated their resources with 
the f lagship institutions. Only community colleges experienced 
any semblance of stability—they focused on providing 
affordable education to all, targeting local populations, and 
developing programs in partnership with local employers to 
develop high-demand skills.


The scope of academic research narrowed considerably. It now 
relies heavily on corporate funding and is not allowed to deviate 
significantly from the political and economic agendas of strident 
political parties’ platforms that dominate legislatures around 
the world. Declines in work-related travel due to both funding 
and climate considerations have eroded the sense of community 
among academics, who no longer attend large disciplinary 
conferences in person to share ideas and to collaborate on 
research but instead hold online events organized around 
highly esoteric or commercially profitable topics. The effects on 
teaching and learning are only just now beginning to be felt. 


A lack of sociopolitical interest in producing high-quality 
research means that many faculty are being replaced with 
individuals lacking in expertise but who are able and willing 
to leverage learning technologies to teach the largest number 


of courses and students as possible in the shortest amount 
of time. The importance placed on the value of efficiency 
means most students are receiving low-quality online 
instruction from un(der)qualified instructors with little or no 
faculty development or training in how to use instructional 
technologies; in some instances, institutions automate the 
instruction, relying on learning analytics and artificial 
intelligence to manage the student experience, conduct 
algorithmic assessments of learning, and surveil student 
behavior and environs with proctoring software.


The slouch of remote instruction to mediocrity has, in part, 
been exacerbated by the fact that most students cannot afford 
the devices and internet speeds needed to enroll in high-quality 
hybrid and online courses. The digital divide between the haves 
and have nots has increased with the collapse of the economy 
and the decay of the infrastructure required to support digital 
learning.


For many faculty, staff, and students, mental health issues 
brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic have worsened in the 
decade following. The confluence of social, economic, and 
political turmoil of the past few years have left many feeling 
vulnerable and lacking the ability to dedicate themselves fully to 
the work of teaching and learning. With students beset by fears 
of violence by fascist elements, concerns about severe weather 
events and environmental destruction, and anxiety about the 
future, most institutions have experienced lower graduation 
rates, longer time to degree, and uneven retention. Moreover, 
higher education institutions struggle to provide students with 
mental health support as funds for “nonessential” services have 
largely dried up. 
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TRANSFORMATION


T
he migration to remote and online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic had lasting effects on students’, institutions’, 
and society’s perceptions of higher education. Through the adoption of new learning technologies and hybrid learning 
models, it became widely accepted that anyone can and should be able to learn from anywhere. In our global cultural 


imagination, images of students sitting on the grassy lawns of in-person campuses were replaced by images of the “anyone anywhere” 
student—a single mother preparing school lunches for her kids, a first-generation student waiting for a bus after work—logging in 
to class from a laptop, tablet, or phone. With education increasingly available through new technologies and f lexible models, issues 
of educational access among lower-income students were largely mitigated. Cultural acceptance of the right to an education for all 
people led to a groundswell of support for college debt forgiveness and free-tuition programs around the world. 


Free education for “anyone anywhere” is subsidized through 
a number of means. Large portions of public funding 
are allocated for postsecondary tuition and technology 
support. Some industries in need of expanded labor pools 
or strengthened workforce pipelines established formal 
partnerships with institutions to provide needed skills training 
and certification programs, while other industries have invested 
in modular tuition packages for students, transferable between 
institutions offering specified courses or programs. Institutions 
with significant endowments have invested in costly learning 
technology and course model innovations that enable them to 
attract large pools of remote and/or hybrid students, and many 
of these innovations have been shared with the larger higher 
ed community. Smaller and under-resourced institutions have 
explored additional solutions such as cross-institution consortia, 
adoption of OER, and grant funding in order to stabilize. 
For-profit education largely ceased to be a viable model for 
most institutions, aside from those offering niche programs, 
credentials, or learning experiences not recognized or supported 
within the normal tuition-funding channels.


It’s a time of renewed interest and advancements in improving 
student mental health. Students are freer now than they’ve ever 
been to pursue studies based on their passions or aspirations, 
with cost of tuition and other barriers to access no longer 
a point of consideration. Pandemic experiences renewed 
institutions’ focus on students’ personal lives and needs, leading 
to widespread adoption of more humanized and relational forms 
of learning design. On the whole, students are better positioned 
to “fit” their education within the space of their personal lives 
and needs, eliminating traditional sources of student worry and 
stress. “Learn whenever you can, however you can” becomes 
institutions’ mantra for course and degree completion and 
new “lifelong learning” programs, and most students’ learning 
journeys are more winding than they are linear. 


The industry of learning technology has blossomed into one 
characterized by big tech investments and headline-grabbing 
innovations. Advancements in areas such as AI and XR 
technology have rendered the postsecondary landscape nearly 
unrecognizable from its traditional roots. Bias-laden AI models 
have been replaced by more equitable models, and functions 
traditionally served by human faculty—grading, instruction, 
and even social interaction and advising—have been automated 
to varying degrees across institutions with varying levels of 
technological capability. Virtual environments for learning and 
research offer more imaginative and immersive experiences for 
students and instructors alike. Class sessions can take place 
on the surface of Jupiter, for example, or inside the human 
digestive system, or in the streets of 18th-century Paris. At 
some institutions, faculty and administrators are far more likely 
to interact with a student’s avatar than face-to-face with that 
student.


Globally, the percentage of adults with a four-year college 
education has ballooned, contributing to unprecedented 
economic expansion and community growth in historically 
underdeveloped regions around the world. Postbaccalaureate 
degree attainment—master’s degrees in particular—rises as 
well. An expansion of workforce segments with graduate-level 
degrees contributes to a heightened awareness of the inequities 
in access to higher-status, higher-paying sectors and levels of 
the workforce. Significant collectives of institutions around 
the world commit to combating these inequities and launching 
initiatives focused on supporting graduate program completion 
and higher-status job placements for women and racial/ethnic 
minorities. 
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IMPLICATIONS: WHAT DO WE DO NOW?


Australian Higher Education


South African Higher Education


Turkish Higher Education


US Community Colleges


US Public Doctoral Institutions


W
ith the 2020 Horizon Report, we initiated a new feature that 
has come to be known as implications essays. By doing so, 
the Horizon Report presents a unique opportunity to compare 


the issues across global higher education.


For 2021, we solicited five implications essays from our panelists. 
They focus on Australia (Mason), South Africa (Czerniewicz), Turkey 
(Bozkurt), and two segments of US higher education—associate’s colleges 
(Crawford) and doctoral institutions (Mondelli). Research results, quite 
obviously, have little value by themselves; their value lies in being the 
basis for future plans and their implementation. The title of this section 
of the Horizon Report says it all: Given the 2021 results, what should we 
do? What plans should we make? We asked these panelists to consider the 
results of the work of the 2021 panel and to map these results, together 
with their own deep expertise, onto a specific institutional context, either 
by nationality or institutional type. 


Indeed, what is striking after a careful read of these essays is the degree 
of similarity across higher education. As you read these brief essays, you 
may find yourself remarking, “Those are my issues too.” Issues such 
as collaboration and f lexibility, addressing the inequalities glaringly 
exposed by the pandemic, open learning ecologies and new pedagogical 
blends, and the ever-present issue of funding are ones that cross national 
boundaries and bridge institutional types. At a time in which there is so 
much division, these essays can serve to remind us how much we, in higher 
education, have in common.


These essays bring forward important ideas for the support of the two 
primary constituencies for teaching and learning professionals: faculty 
and students. These ideas boil down to competencies and f lexibility. Due 
to lost learning and other challenges that all students have faced, faculty 
will need a wider range of competencies and students will need as much 
f lexibility as their institutions can provide.


If the pandemic has done one thing it has brought into relief how 
interconnected we are globally. The Horizon Report, in light of the new 
methodology adopted last year, eschews the role of prophet and instead 
seeks to be a resource that sparks and catalyzes planning and forward 
thinking. These essays can remind us that such planning need not happen 
in isolation, that the larger higher education community can build on the 
experience of neighbors and colleagues.
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The scale of disruption 
caused by the pandemic 
masks the accelerated 
digital disruption that had 
become all so normal. 


AUSTRALIAN HIGHER EDUCATION


Jon Mason, Senior Lecturer in Education, Charles Darwin University


L
ike technology adoption, 
“rethinking” has been a common 
feature of change in Australian 


higher education ever since Diana 
Laurillard’s seminal work Rethinking 
University Teaching was published in 
1993. Since then, recognition of the 
role of teaching (especially with digital 
technologies) has only increased. The 
context of change has been turbulent, 
exposing numerous stresses in the higher education sector 
triggered by corporatization and diminishing public sector 
funding, highlighting issues including free speech, academic 
autonomy, and casualization of the workforce (temporary 
or sessional contracts). During the pandemic, new political 
tensions have emerged concerning the financial reliance on the 
international student market, fear of international interference in 
our systems of governance, and public funding for research. The 
scale of disruption caused by the pandemic masks the accelerated 
digital disruption that had become all so normal. It has also 
been a catalyst for government to challenge big tech social 
media business models. Rethinking is now wider in scope as the 
sector recovers from the economic impact with an imperative 
to recalibrate and position for renewal. With consistently high 
world rankings and a reputation for digital adoption, the 43 
Australian universities send a strong signal of quality education 
and “new world” opportunity aligned with contemporary needs. 
So, how might they respond to findings in the Horizon Report? 


Although the technologies identified in the Horizon Report 
are all expected, given the exposure of such themes in the 
media, the background context of the pandemic should not be 
underestimated. Current reports indicate that 2021 saw a 99% 
decrease in international student numbers. So, might the next 
era of online education shift the balance between offshore and 
onshore offerings? Agile institutions may already have a strategy 
in place. It is also the case that most institutions already make 
competitive use of the digital environment and are guided by 
a regulatory environment focused on quality, so additional 
attention on the quality of online teaching is to be expected.


Arguably, the technologies to closely watch are artificial 
intelligence, microcredentials, and the next generation of 
learning analytics.


Artificial intelligence brings new 
opportunities and challenges, though it 
is not new, nor are the “looming futures” 
associated with it. What’s new is the 
widespread attention now present across 
many industry sectors. While innovations 
look to deliver new efficiencies and business 
models, the opaque nature of AI extends 
the “black box” problem of algorithms 
already underpinning mainstream internet 


services. The bottom line will be about attention to ethics and 
institutional accountability. Key questions concerning privacy, 
ethics, bias, and equity all need addressing, and there’s a case for 
“ethics by design,” similar to the recent prominence of “privacy 
by design.” The CSIRO Artificial Intelligence Roadmap 
provides such ethical guidelines. For educators on the front 
line, the implications of AI impact the social nature of learning 
where development of new literacies will be required. There is 
a strong case for an observatory to be established that interfaces 
with the regulatory authorities. 


Microcredentials are also not new—digital badges are a 
decade old. Perhaps what is now emerging is a democratized 
ecosystem of credentialing in which both employers and 
industry are increasingly becoming producers of credentials 
rather than just consumers. This represents a new competitive 
domain for colleges and universities, much more so than 
MOOCs have been. From the perspective of the learner (that 
all-important market entity), microcredentials are all about self-
directed, customized, career-relevant learning, with an inherent 
shift of focus on achievable milestones in the shorter term rather 
than reliance on capstone credentials. Currently, the latter still 
matter, and higher education institutions are creating models 
in which many microcredentials will have a second purpose as 
stackable parts of a larger qualification, though this may not 
adequately respond to diminishing employer/student confidence 
in qualifications as a pathway to employment. In this context, 
microcredentials provide an innovative design pathway to 
keeping course offerings contemporary. This technology also 
offers opportunities for institutions to streamline recognition 
of prior learning (RPL) and work integrated learning (WIL) 
protocols. A recent review of the Australian Qualifications 
Framework already provides guidelines for credit recognition in 
this space.



https://www.routledge.com/Rethinking-University-Teaching-A-Conversational-Framework-for-the-Effective/Laurillard/p/book/9780415256797

https://www.routledge.com/Rethinking-University-Teaching-A-Conversational-Framework-for-the-Effective/Laurillard/p/book/9780415256797

https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Bills_Legislation/Bills_Search_Results/Result?bId=r6652

https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Bills_Legislation/Bills_Search_Results/Result?bId=r6652

https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Bills_Legislation/Bills_Search_Results/Result?bId=r6652

https://data61.csiro.au/en/Our-Research/Our-Work/AI-Roadmap

https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/aqf-review-2019/
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Learning analytics has rapidly matured and is poised for 
a next generation. It now makes more sense to talk about the 
broader ecosystem of data analytics informing all practices 
in higher education. Responding to this is the industry-led 
Measurementality initiative of the IEEE Standards Association 
focused on “what counts in the algorithmic age.” Connecting 
both artificial intelligence and learning analytics is the 
underlying proliferation of data and questions concerning 
its origins and destinations. Privacy laws concerning data 
protection have had a significant impact in recent years and 
highlight the growing role of data literacy and data governance. 
In terms of informed consent, fault lines are already stark in the 
systems and protocols supporting research and teaching. The 
ubiquity of data, what qualifies as open data, and what qualifies 
as proprietary data should be a primary concern in ongoing 
development of learning analytics that might be designed to 
enrich student learning as much as inform educators.


The bottom line for Australian higher education should be all 
about a renewal mindset. Digital transformation continues, but 
a pandemic has intervened. Responding to the technologies and 
trends while recalibrating systems for optimizing opportunity 
encapsulates the moment. An example includes realizing it is 
employers who ultimately determine the continuous journey of 
employability, not colleges and universities.
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Even in the richest countries, 


the plight of vulnerable 


students and those with 


barriers to learning has  


been foregrounded.


SOUTH AFRICAN HIGHER EDUCATION


Laura Czerniewicz, Professor, University of Cape Town 


A
long with climate change, 
inequality is the scourge of 
our era. As one of the most 


unequal countries in the world, South 
Africa provides an exemplar of how 
higher education reflects and responds 
to this social pandemic.


South Africa has 26 public 
universities, which enroll most of 
the student population, as well as 
more than 100 (and growing) private universities, which enroll 
about 15% of the country’s university students. Of the more 
than one million students, about a third are distance education 
students, largely at the sole distance education university. The 
post-apartheid dispensation has made strides in addressing 
past inequalities—through policies, funding levers, and 
mergers—and the demographics of the student population have 
now changed. Nevertheless, inequities continue: on numerous 
measures, white students reap more benefits in and from higher 
education than do black students. 


Funding has been a critical issue; state funding has been 
repeatedly cut (dramatically in 2021), while student debt is large 
and growing. Although the poorest students receive support 
through NSFAS (National Student Financial Aid Scheme), 
financial challenges have been severe for the “missing middle,” 
those who can neither afford to pay nor access state support. 
Students have responded through regular protests, fueled by a 
promise (which economists have deemed impossible) from the 
previous president for free education. 


The COVID-19 pandemic exposed less visible inequalities 
in the student population when students were expected to 
study from home, as indeed it also did among academics and 
professional staff. An across-the-board “online pivot” was 
impossible, and a quarter of students did not have modules 
move online. While most students had some kind of device, this 
hardware was extremely uneven in capability. Internet access in 
general is not widespread; only 11% of households have internet 
access, constrained also by rural/urban connectivity divides and 
lack of electricity. The cost of data is high. Yet the elite have 
access and resources comparable to what elites have elsewhere. 


Although the state mandated that cell 
phone companies provide “zero rated” 
(free) access to educational websites 
during 2020, this offering comes with 
terms and conditions. 


As elsewhere, the pandemic made 
visible the critical role played by 
on-campus facilities and resources, 
including computer laboratories, Wi-
Fi, and residences. TENET (Tertiary 


Education & Research Network of South Africa) provides 
uncongested bandwidth to all public universities in the country, 
with every main campus connected to bandwidth of at least 10 
Gbps. Nevertheless, real differences remain between rural and 
urban, as well as between main and sub campuses.


The issues identified in the 2021 Horizon Report—AI, 
microcredentials, learning analytics, open educational resources 
(OER), blended teaching, and quality online learning—are 
neither unexpected nor new in South Africa. AI is considered 
by a Presidential Report to be “the bedrock technology” of the 
Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) leading to coding being 
taught in schools. Some scholars contest 4IR by arguing that 
the profound national digital divide should first be resolved, 
that such tech-centric approaches exacerbate inequalities, and 
that critical literacies are being neglected. 


The use of AI techniques for teaching and learning is still in its 
early days, although there are interesting examples, especially 
in more privileged contexts. Learning analytics has been on 
higher education’s agenda since 2014, largely through the 
Siyaphumelela initiative to encourage the use of data analytics 
to enhance South African university student success. OER are 
acknowledged in national and institutional policies. While 
there has been modest uptake, a constraint may be copyright 
legislation, whereby employers (i.e., universities) own the 
copyright for employees’ works. Nevertheless, a 2020 survey 
found that almost a quarter of students had downloaded OER 
during the pandemic. As elsewhere in the world, the shift to 
emergency remote teaching, to physically distanced teaching, 
and to hybrid models has led to pedagogical changes that many 
argue should continue in order to improve the quality of the 
student learning experience.



https://www.dhet.gov.za/SiteAssets/Post-School%20Education%20and%20Training%20Monitor%20Report_March%202019.pdf

https://www.dhet.gov.za/SiteAssets/Post-School%20Education%20and%20Training%20Monitor%20Report_March%202019.pdf

https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20210318090703152

https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20210318090703152

https://gola.education/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Students-Acces-to-and-use-of-Learning-Materials-South-Africa-DHET-Survey-Report-2020.pdf

https://researchictafrica.net/publication/state-of-ict-in-south-africa/

https://researchictafrica.net/publication/after-access-2018-a-demand-side-view-of-mobile-internet-from-10-african-countries/

https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/gcis_document/202003/43164gon-417.pdf

https://thegrandgeeks.africa/2020/11/13/final-report-the-presidential-commission-on-4ir/

https://siyaphumelela.org.za/

https://www.nba.co.za/understanding-impact-oer-achievements-and-challenges

https://gola.education/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Students-Acces-to-and-use-of-Learning-Materials-South-Africa-DHET-Survey-Report-2020.pdf

https://www.gov.za/speeches/presidency-response-heher-commission-inquiry-higher-education-and-training-16-dec-2017-0000
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The pandemic has undoubtedly made inequities visible in the 
higher education sector globally—by sending students home, 
universities have found it impossible to ignore the realities of 
students’ vastly different circumstances. Even in the richest 
countries, the plight of vulnerable students and those with 
barriers to learning has been foregrounded. Ironically, given the 
depth of existing national inequality, South African educators 
may have been better prepared than other nations for designing 
remote experiences based on equity principles; sadly, this was 
not new.


Therefore, the question is, what do these trends mean for equity 
and inequality for higher education, especially for teaching and 
learning? Research, investigation, and experimentation need to 
consider the following issues:


• What are the risks of collecting and analyzing student 
data, especially for poor students, students with barriers to 
learning, and students from the peripheries? In what ways 
are they more vulnerable to exploitation? 


• How can data practices in higher education be carried out 
in a manner that pays back to communities from which 
data is extracted?


• As data literacies become more complex, how can these 
be integrated into higher education curricula in culturally 
appropriate ways? 


• Whose interests are being served by new models of 
teaching and learning provision? Are they, as some claim, 
simply creating a second—and lesser—tier of education 
for the less well-off?


• How can systems be designed so that stackable credentials 
serve the public good, rather than only narrowly 
addressing employers’ needs? 


• How can the broader social risks of algorithmic bias 
be mitigated in universities, given that AI is not yet 
widespread? 


• Since OER have such obvious benefits for higher 
education in terms of adaptability and cost savings, why 
are they not more widely created and used? What are the 
enablers and constraints for their uptake? 


• What is the role of private companies in emergent forms 
of blended and online learning? Given the speed at which 
new stakeholders have entered the higher education 
ecosystem, what have the risks been of these new 
relationships? How can less-well-resourced universities, in 
particular, ameliorate such risks?


Addressing these questions will take higher education a 
few steps closer to reaching several of the UN sustainable 
development goals, especially quality education (4), decent work 
(8), infrastructure (9), and reduced inequalities (10). While 
South Africa has been the focus here, the implications are 
global in urgency.
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Although openness in education 


has been a widely adopted 


approach to provide access and 


learning opportunities in Turkish 


higher education, its function in 


providing educational content has 


been neglected. 


TURKISH HIGHER EDUCATION


Aras Bozkurt, Associate Professor of Distance Education, Anadolu University


A
s of 2020, there are 207 
universities in Turkey, 
of which 129 are state 


universities and 78 are private 
universities. The population of the 
country is roughly 84 million, and 
approximately 10% of the overall 
population are students enrolled in 
higher education (HE) institutions. 
One of the interesting aspects of 
Turkish HE is that almost half 
of HE students are enrolled in 
open and distance learning (ODL) 
universities. Anadolu University, 
a giga university that operates locally and globally and has 
approximately 3 million students, offers education to nearly half 
of all Turkish HE students.


Current Turkish HE policies are centered on fostering digital 
transformation and improving the digital competence of faculty 
members. The large number of HE students requires the use of 
open and f lexible approaches and the establishment of adaptive 
systems to better deliver educational content and provide high-
quality education. 


The main strengths of the Turkish HE system include the 
number of ODL institutions, the access to free education 
offered by publicly funded HE institutions, and the growing 
social demand to access HE. On the other hand, its weaknesses 
are rooted in centralized policy-making processes, overreliance 
on technology-centric solutions, and the lack of quality 
assurance in educational processes. Moreover, the high 
unemployment rates of graduates pose a major challenge and 
can trigger social tension, signaling the need for further reforms 
in strategic planning. In this context, implications derived from 
the 2021 Horizon Report are highly relevant to Turkish HE.


Digital 
Transformation 
through Hard and 
Soft Technologies


Seeking solutions in the HE 
landscape through hard technologies 
(e.g., computers, machines) to 
address the “what” and through soft 
technologies (e.g., theories, models, 
frameworks) to address the “how” 
is essential, and there needs to be a 
balance between these two types of 
technologies. Developing such an 


understanding is critical for Turkish HE, as the effective use of 
hard and soft technologies can be assured if they are integrated 
in a balanced way.


Although digital transformation is at the top of the HE agenda 
and is responsible for shaping many HE policies, the Achilles’ 
heel of Turkish HE is the overreliance on solutions oriented 
toward hard technologies and minimal investment in soft 
technologies. For instance, recent emerging key technologies 
and practices in HE according to the 2021 Horizon Report 
include AI and learning analytics, which have attracted much 
attention. Yet how to fully benefit from these technologies to 
provide personalized and adaptive learning has not been clearly 
articulated. Additionally, the digital footprints, privacy concerns, 
surveillance, and ethics associated with these technologies 
pose secondary concerns. The tendency to invest in mostly 
hard technologies widens the digital divide and thereby raises 
issues about social justice, equality, and equity. In addition, 
since digital transformation is generally perceived and shaped 
around techno-centric views, questions arise concerning faculty 
development on issues such as digital competencies and skills.



https://istatistik.yok.gov.tr/

https://istatistik.yok.gov.tr/

http://www.irrodl.org/index.php/irrodl/article/view/4086
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Providing Flexible Entry Points 
through Blended/Hybrid Modes of 
Education


The shift to online distance education, the widespread use 
of remote learning, and the increasing use of educational 
technologies in the global educational landscape have fueled 
the adoption of blended/hybrid modes of education, and 
implications emerging due to these developments are highly 
relevant for Turkish HE. These developments are needed to 
ensure the continuity of education in future crises, provide 
f lexible entry points for students, make the HE system more 
resilient, and expand education beyond the campus walls. 
This suggests that reforms should be made in organizational 
structures and regulatory legislation. It also suggests, most 
notably, that curriculum should be redesigned and that students, 
faculty, and institutions should be equipped with digital 
competencies to improve capacity and maneuverability within 
the wider area of the digitalized educational landscape.


Creating an Open Learning Ecology


Although openness in education has been a widely adopted 
approach to provide access and learning opportunities in 
Turkish HE, its function in providing educational content has 
been neglected. Although cultural motives highlight the value 
of openness and sharing in social life, the requisite awareness in 
practices is absent in the Turkish HE landscape, which further 
hinders the adaptation of open educational practices (OEP) and 
open educational resources (OER). One of Turkish HE’s main 
challenges is to overcome the perception that “openly available” 
means poor quality.


Considering the high social demand for HE, creating an open 
learning ecology would reduce the burden on Turkish HE and 
promote lifelong, life-wide, and life-deep learning. This view 
implies that Turkish HE should encourage faculty to adopt 
OEP and OER in their educational practices and that existing 
good cases should be promoted. In this process, special focus 
should be given to ensuring that the practices are of high 
quality and to increasing awareness through culturally relevant 
approaches.


Moving Forward


The 2021 Horizon Report and the current state of Turkish 
HE indicate that digital transformation is needed to empower 
Turkish HE, which has a massive number of students. One of 
the rationales for digital transformation is the need for a smooth 
transition to and effective implementation of blended/hybrid 
modes of education. However, this requires a balance between 
hard and soft technologies and placing priority on improving 
the digital competencies of faculty and the digital capabilities of 
HE institutions. There is also a need for creating an agenda that 
focuses on open learning ecologies, which would require raising 
awareness on OEP and OER by prioritizing local needs.
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Some students will need to 


have a classroom experience 


to be successful, but others 


will need the flexibility of 


participating part-time in 


a classroom experience 


to continue working while 


pursuing their education.


US COMMUNITY COLLEGES


Steven Crawford, District Director for the Maricopa Center for Learning and 


Innovation, Maricopa Community Colleges


U
tilizing a variety of datasets 
from the past five years, the 
American Association of 


Community Colleges reported that 
there are currently 1,044 community 
colleges in the United States and 
that in the 2018–19 academic year 
they awarded 878,900 associate 
degrees, 619,711 certificates, and 
20,700 baccalaureate degrees. 
Among community college students, 
44% are white, 27% are Hispanic, 
and 13% are black. Although the 
majority of students are under the 
age of 22, 36% of our students are 
between the ages of 22 and 39. 
Other important demographics show that 29% of the students 
are first-generation college students, 15% are single parents, 
20% have disabilities, 57% are women, 65% of the students are 
taking courses part-time, and 62% of our full-time students 
work. Community colleges were experiencing a decline in 
enrollment even before the pandemic, and the National Student 
Clearinghouse Research Center indicated that community 
colleges experienced a 10.1% decline in enrollment nationwide 
this past fall.


Flexible Learning Opportunities for 
Students


Community colleges must provide more f lexible options for 
our students as we shift from remote teaching to quality online 
learning and increase the use of blended/hybrid modes/teaching 
models. Although many faculty and students want to return to 
the classroom, others want to maintain the f lexibility offered by 
online and blended learning courses. Colleges need to expand 
their learning modalities to meet the students where they are. 
Some students will need to have a classroom experience to be 
successful, but others will need the f lexibility of participating 
part-time in a classroom experience to continue working while 
pursuing their education.


When developing blended learning 
courses, some programs may opt to 
reduce seat time and schedule all of the 
face-to-face sessions of their courses 
in a single day to allow students to 
have more f lexibility in their work 
schedules, with the remaining workload 
being conducted online, whereas 
other programs may opt to offer some 
courses in synchronous online formats. 
However, because one of the greatest 
barriers to the adoption of blended and 
online learning is the digital divide,  
we must also support universal 
broadband efforts. 


Flexible Learning through 
Microcredentials


Community colleges should adopt a microcredentialing 
program for f lexible faculty development as they begin investing 
in similar programs for their students. Doing so could assist 
faculty in developing an understanding of these types of 
programs, as some of our industry partners are beginning to 
request programs based on microcredentials—often referred 
to as badging—as a way to clearly articulate the skills that our 
graduates possess. 


As institutions begin to explore these types of programs, they 
can begin by transforming their faculty development programs. 
Most measures of faculty development programs focus on 
whether a faculty member attended a workshop, without any 
evidence that the concepts were learned or implemented in the 
faculty members’ teaching practice. Badges should be awarded 
for the implementation of learned skills, not attendance. This 
allows for multiple pathways of professional development—such 
as prior knowledge, attending workshops and conferences, or 
being mentored—to be included in a portfolio of work that 
demonstrates their ability to meet specified competencies.



https://www.aacc.nche.edu/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/AACC_2021_FastFacts.pdf
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Programs that are implemented to improve the quality of online 
programs and expand blended learning programs also have 
some overlaps in skills; therefore, a microcredentialing program 
can help prevent faculty who participate in these programs from 
taking workshops that contain duplicative content. Although 
all faculty would benefit from a microcredentialing program, 
adjunct faculty may especially benefit because some come to our 
institutions with teaching experiences in a K–12 system or other 
institutions of higher education.


Flexibility of Open Educational 
Resources


Open educational resources (OER) provide faculty the ability to 
customize learning resources that can assist in closing the gaps 
created by systemic racism and implicit bias found in traditional 
resources. While OER has been touted as a way to provide 
free or low-cost learning materials, the greatest benefit is the 
f lexibility they provide faculty to meet their students’ needs. 


Because most textbooks are developed for a national audience, 
they overlook the student populations and events of our 
communities. But faculty who utilize open resources can include 
images that are culturally representative of their students and 
use local examples to supplement the learning materials to 
provide meaningful context.


Faculty and instructional designers who develop OER are 
adding an emphasis on reusable assessments. These reusable 
assignments can provide value beyond the classroom because 
they provide students an opportunity to develop materials that 
can be used as future OER, thus allowing faculty to continue 
to develop learning materials that ref lect their students while 
adding further value to the learning experience.


Final Thoughts


If there is a single concept that community college faculty, staff, 
and leadership should take away from the 2021 Horizon Report, 
it is flexibility. The recent enrollment declines are likely to 
continue, and our student population will continue to diversify. 
To help our students achieve their goals, we will need to offer 
courses and programs in a more diversified way that assists in 
reducing the barriers our students are facing.
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Now is an opportune 


time to reimagine reward 


systems toward a shared 


strategic priority: success 


for all learners. 


US PUBLIC DOCTORAL INSTITUTIONS


Victoria L. Mondelli, Founding Director, Teaching for Learning Center, University of Missouri


G
iven that each US state has 
at least one public research 
university and that these 


institutions serve approximately 
four million students annually, the 
teaching and learning implications 
of the 2021 Horizon Report are far 
reaching for this segment of higher 
education. Recent budget strains due to 
decreased enrollments and diminished 
state budgets are forcing institutions 
to reexamine the teaching and learning endeavor vis-à-vis 
the research endeavor. US publics are at a crossroads as they 
contend with the need to leverage technology both to realize 
efficiencies across the enterprise and to raise the quality of the 
student experience. Our chief challenges pertain to how we 
evolve existing networks so that professional development for 
educators is deemed essential (rather than nice to have) and 
how we redesign (often) calcified faculty reward structures to 
incentivize widescale teaching and learning improvements.


Collaboration for Organized 
Openness


For US publics prioritizing high-quality (read evidence-based 
and inclusive) teaching and learning environments, it is vital to 
band together or else come up short in meeting urgent needs. 
For this under-resourced segment of higher education, the costs 
and sophistication of the six key technologies and practices 
identified in the Horizon Report necessitate more intensive 
collaboration with other institutions across public and private 
terrain. Further, networks combining these institutions with 
nonprofits and social justice–minded corporate partners leverage 
talents and resources to meet the moment, which demands 
history’s most f lexible, humane, next-generation student 
experience. The old method of offering a faculty stipend to a 
few open ed fellows won’t move the needle. Instead, US publics 
need high-quality curated open educational development assets 
to achieve widescale change with faculty and instructors as they 
become proficient wielders of ed tech to (re-)make equitable and 
engaging learning. 


Centers of teaching and learning (CTLs) 
at US publics rarely enjoy the same bench 
depth as their counterparts in the private 
sector. Yet faculty support has never been 
more critical. Publics need one another, and 
Cornell University and the University of 
Michigan are modelling how to lead in this 
space. They offer high-quality open courses 
to faculty and other educators for teaching 
and learning in the diverse classroom and 
resilient design, respectively. Other open PD 


resources exist, such as the Every Learner Everywhere coaching 
service for the advancement of equity and inclusion in blended 
and online learning environments. Oftentimes, it is a scavenger 
hunt to uncover these much-needed aids, yet the burden of the 
hunt could be mitigated with a clearinghouse for this purpose. 


Mindset is another hurdle. The prevailing ethos of 
competitiveness between US public doctoral institutions is 
starting to shift with new collaborative/open behaviors taking 
root thanks to relatively new requirements for openness 
from grantmaking entities such as the NSF and large private 
foundations. With organizational prowess and extraordinary 
reach, US publics can bring their collective wherewithal forward 
and unlock a cooperative orientation offering substantial 
mutual benefits. Collaboratives such as research–practitioner 
partnerships and multi-institutional community groups provide 
additional models for how to meet daunting shared goals.


Evaluation and Reward Structures


Now is an opportune time to reimagine reward systems 
toward a shared strategic priority: success for all learners. 
Without recalibrated reward systems to give ample credit for 
the adoption of inclusive, effective teaching practices, faculty/
instructors receive a void that signals that the investment of 
effort to improve teaching is not a high priority. Research 
productivity is meticulously measured and “counts” for tenure 
and promotion processes and contract renewal. However, 
despite the vociferous student success rhetoric proliferating 
on almost all campuses, the adoption of evidence-based and 



https://www.amacad.org/

https://www.edx.org/course/teaching-learning-in-the-diverse-classroom

https://www.edx.org/course/teaching-learning-in-the-diverse-classroom

https://www.coursera.org/learn/resilient-teaching-through-times-of-crisis?utm_source=umich&utm_medium=institutions&utm_campaign=michigan-online&utm_term=Resilient+Teaching+Through+Times+of+Crisis+and+Change&utm_content=website

https://www.everylearnereverywhere.org/expert-network/#:~:text=The%20Every%20Learner%20Everywhere%20Expert,face%2Dto%2Dface%20instruction%20to

https://www.everylearnereverywhere.org/expert-network/#:~:text=The%20Every%20Learner%20Everywhere%20Expert,face%2Dto%2Dface%20instruction%20to





2021 EDUCAUSE Horizon Report | Teaching and Learning Edition 46


inclusive teaching and learning practices has an uneven and 
still trailing presence in the successful dossier. Unless colleges 
and universities erect measurement and reward systems that 
offer more credit to educators for investing in teaching, any 
meaningful expectations for educators to grow proficiency and 
achieve mastery with the identified key technology tools and 
practices are dashed. It becomes prudent, now, for this sector 
of higher education to check for the alignment of expectations 
with rewards so that there is systemic encouragement of 
evidence-based and inclusive approaches.


Faculty members applying for tenure or promotion at doctoral 
institutions need not convince anyone that research matters—
that’s the dominant paradigm. Persuasion that there is room 
to invest in teaching quality has been the harder sell. The 
Association of American Universities (composed of 65 leading 
research institutions) is helping members rethink evaluation 
frameworks to advance teaching as a high priority, on par with 
research. AAU’s ongoing conferences and the living matrix of 
campus strategies offer resources and access to a community 
of scholar-practitioners. Locally, cooperation between 
administrators and faculty governance is the lynchpin to bend 
and evolve an evaluation system to serve the two masters: 
teaching and research.  


Higher education evaluation systems need to rest on the 
truth that effective teaching is necessarily inclusive teaching. 
Through development opportunities, educators grow in 
awareness and successfully implement a variety of structures 
for diverse learners. As this teaching expertise is acknowledged 
and rewarded, it is sustained. Trauma-informed pedagogies, 
pedagogies of care, universal design for learning—these and 
other humane approaches need scaling. Administrators and 
faculty governance bodies may conduct analyses of the existing 
reward structures. Together, they have the shared authority to 
enact systemic change at this impactful level. 


Colleges and universities strained to pivot in 2020. Going 
forward, US public doctoral institutions have an opportunity 
to build on the substantial work that was accomplished during 
the pivot. Emerging from the pandemic with a heightened 
awareness of shared suffering and shared strengths, we are 
poised to increase instructor effectiveness and student academic 
success. The enhancement of collaborative networks for open 
development resources and practices, and efforts for revised 
institutional evaluation systems, are but two ways to strengthen 
this sector so that students and society will be well served. 
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METHODOLOGY


T
he Horizon Report methodology is grounded in the 
perspectives and knowledge of an expert panel of 
practitioners and thought leaders from around the world 


who represent the higher education, teaching and learning, and 
technology industries. This year’s group included returning and 
first-time Horizon panelists, all sought out for their unique 
viewpoints, as well as their contributions and leadership within 
their respective domains. The panel represents a balance 
of global contexts, with members contributing from North 
America, South America, Europe, Asia, Australia, and Africa. 
We also sought balances in gender, ethnicity, and institutional 
size and type. Dependent as the Horizon Report is on the voices 
of its panel, every effort was made to ensure those voices were 
diverse and that each could uniquely enrich the group’s work. 


Expert panel research followed a modified Delphi process, in 
addition to adapting important elements from the Institute 
for the Future (IFTF) foresight methodology. Following 
the Delphi process, our expert panelists were tasked with 
responding to and discussing a series of open-ended prompts, as 
well as participating in subsequent rounds of consensus voting 
(see sidebar “Panel Questions”), all focused on identifying the 
trends, technologies, and practices that will be most important 
for shaping the future of postsecondary teaching and learning. 
Ideas for important trends, technologies, and practices emerged 
directly from the expert panelists and were voted on by the 
panel. EDUCAUSE staff provided group facilitation and 
technical support but minimal influence on the content of the 
panel’s inputs and discussions. This was done to protect the 
core intent of the Delphi process—that an organized group of 
experts themselves discuss and converge on a set of forecasts for 
the future, on the basis of their own expertise and knowledge. 


The framing of the questions and voting across each round of 
panel input was adapted from IFTF’s foresight methodology 
and drew upon the IFTF trends framework and process 
for collecting “signals” and “impacts” for trends. Ensuring 
an expansive view across all the many factors influencing 
the future of higher education, the IFTF “STEEP” trends 
framework enabled our panel to focus on Social, Technological, 
Economic, Environmental, and Political trends. This effectively 
broadened the panel’s input and discussions beyond the walls of 
higher education to more explicitly call attention to the larger 
contexts within which teaching and learning takes place. These 
larger trends—and the current evidence and anticipated impacts 
of these trends—served as the grounds on which the panel 
built its discussions on the emerging technologies and practices 
influencing postsecondary teaching and learning. 


As they provided their inputs and engaged one another in 
discussion, panelists were encouraged to share news articles, 
research, and other materials that would help reinforce their 
inputs and provide evidence for their particular viewpoints on 
current and future trends. In addition to enriching the panel’s 
discussions and supporting the panel’s voting and consensus 
processes, these materials were collected by EDUCAUSE staff 
for use as evidence and further reading in the writing of this 
report. In the Delphi and IFTF methodologies, these collected 
materials also serve the purpose of ensuring that the panel’s 
future forecasts are sufficiently grounded in “real” data and 
trends. 
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Panel Questions


The following questions were designed to elicit an open range of responses from the expert panel and then to narrow those 
responses to a consensus through rank-order voting. Voting on trends was done separately for each of the five STEEP trend 
categories: social, technological, economic, environmental, and political. 


STEEP Trends


Round 1 (for each STEEP trend category):  


Please use the following format to catalog each of your 
Trends and Signals in your discussion post: (1) Trend; (2) 
Signal/evidence of this trend; and (3) Impact on the future 
of teaching and learning in higher education. 


Round 2 (for each STEEP trend category):  
The list below summarizes the trends provided by this year’s 
Horizon panel. From this list, please select the top ten (10) 
trends you believe will have the most influence on the future 
of higher education teaching and learning.


Round 3 (for each STEEP trend category):  
The list below summarizes the top ten (10) trends provided 
by this year’s Horizon panel. From this list, please select the 
top three (3) trends you believe will have the most influence 
on the future of higher education teaching and learning.


Key Technologies and Practices  


Round 1: For this round of information gathering, we’re 
interested in hearing from you about those key technologies 
and practices that you believe will have a significant impact 
on the future of teaching and learning in higher education 
There are no right or wrong answers—use your imagination, 
be bold, and don’t feel limited by what you think others on 
the Horizon panel may or may not have included in their 
responses. We want your voice ref lected in these responses!


Round 2: Please select the top 12 techs and practices you 
believe will be most impactful for the future of global higher 
education teaching and learning. 


Round 3: Panelists were asked to respond to the 
following questions about each of the top six techs and 
practices, with the latter six questions used as ratings on 
important dimensions of interest:


• Do you anticipate the adoption of <tech/practice> 
will require new kinds of literacies on the part of 
learners and instructors? 


• How useful will <tech/practice> be in helping 
institutions address issues of equity and inclusion in 
teaching and learning practice? 


• Thinking about the evidence currently available, 
how would you rate the potential of <tech/practice> 
to have a significant and positive impact on learning 
outcomes? 


• Thinking about potential negative effects that could 
result from this tech or practice, how would you rate 
the risk involved in adopting <tech/practice>? 


• Overall, how receptive would you say learners and 
instructors would be to adopting <tech/practice>? 


• Relative to institution size and budget, how much 
institutional spending do you anticipate would 
be required to adopt <tech/practice> across the 
curriculum? 


• How important do you think <tech/practice> will 
be for institutions seeking to establish more f lexible 
approaches to teaching and learning as we begin to 
emerge from the pandemic?
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Glosario  


En este informe se utilizan las definiciones estándar de la UNESCO sobre los conceptos clave 


de la educación superior tal y como se elaboraron para el Convención Mundial sobre el 


Reconocimiento de las Cualificaciones relativas a la Educación Superior1: 


Aprendizaje formal: aprendizaje derivado de actividades realizadas en un entorno de 


aprendizaje estructurado, conducente a la obtención de una cualificación oficial, y 


proporcionado por una institución educativa reconocida por las autoridades competentes de 


un Estado parte y autorizada por estas a impartir dichas actividades de aprendizaje. 


Aprendizaje informal: aprendizaje que se produce fuera del sistema de educación formal y que 


es resultado de actividades cotidianas relacionadas con el trabajo, la familia, la comunidad local 


o el ocio. 


Educación superior: todos los tipos de programas de estudios o conjuntos de cursos de 


estudios de nivel postsecundario reconocidos por las autoridades competentes de un Estado 


parte, o de una unidad constitutiva de este, como pertenecientes a su sistema de educación 


superior. 


Institución de educación superior (IES): establecimiento donde se imparte educación superior 


reconocido por una autoridad competente de un Estado parte, o de una unidad constitutiva 


de este, como perteneciente a su sistema de educación superior. 


Aprendizaje no formal: aprendizaje adquirido en un marco de educación o de formación que 


hace hincapié en la vida laboral y que no pertenece al sistema de educación formal. 


Cualificación: 


(a) Cualificación en educación superior: todo título, diploma, certificado o distinción expedido 


por una autoridad competente acreditativo de haber concluido de manera satisfactoria un 


programa de educación superior, o validación de aprendizaje anterior, cuando sea aplicable; 


(b) Cualificación que da acceso a la educación superior: todo título, diploma, certificado o 


distinción expedido por una autoridad competente acreditativo de haber concluido de manera 


 
1 http://portal.unesco.org/es/ev.php-URL_ID=49557&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html 
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satisfactoria un programa de educación, o validación de aprendizaje anterior, cuando sea 


aplicable, y que confiere a su titular el derecho de ser tenido en cuenta para su admisión en la 


educación superior. 


Región: cualquiera de las zonas geográficas comprendidas en la definición de regiones de la 


UNESCO con miras a la ejecución de las actividades de carácter regional de la Organización, a 


saber, África, América Latina y el Caribe, Asia y el Pacífico, Estados Árabes y Europa. 
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Prólogo 


Cuando me di cuenta de que el Instituto Internacional para la Educación Superior en América 


Latina y el Caribe (IESALC) podía contribuir con la iniciativa emblemática de la UNESCO sobre 


los futuros del aprendizaje a partir de la perspectiva del sector de la educación superior, pensé 


que sería bueno contar con algún tipo de marco teórico. Hay cuatro enfoques cruciales para la 


prospectiva. La primera es predictiva, basada en las ciencias sociales empíricas. La segunda es 


interpretativa, basada no en la previsión del futuro sino en la comprensión de las imágenes del 


futuro que compiten entre sí. La tercera es crítica, derivada del pensamiento 


postestructuralista y enfocada en preguntar quién se beneficia de la realización de 


determinados futuros. La cuarta es la investigación y el aprendizaje de acción participativa. 


Este enfoque es mucho más democrático y su objetivo es que los interesados desarrollen su 


propio futuro, basándose en sus supuestos sobre el futuro y lo que es crítico para ellos. 


Considero que este aspecto es el que mejor describe nuestro enfoque para este ejercicio sobre 


los futuros de la educación superior. 


Muchos analistas e investigadores de políticas, incluyendo algunos de los que trabajan en 


nuestro Instituto, preferirían una investigación sobre los futuros más a corto plazo, de 


beneficio inmediato, para el sector de la educación superior, y enmarcada en el lenguaje de la 


UNESCO. Sin embargo, este ejercicio se ocupó menos de predecir los futuros que de intentar 


imaginar nuevas formas de diseñar, proporcionar y mejorar la educación superior para todos. 


En el Instituto nos ocupamos no solo de prever, interpretar y criticar los futuros de la educación 


superior, sino además de crear la posibilidad y la realidad de futuros alternativos para la 


educación superior y todos ellos, si son posibles, son optimistas por naturaleza. 


Me gustaría expresar nuestra gratitud a todos los expertos internacionales que participaron en 


este ejercicio y a nuestro propio y comprometido equipo de analistas del IESALC quienes 


facilitaron sus contribuciones. Al hacerlo, todos ellos contribuyeron a crear futuros alternativos 


al poner en tela de juicio los supuestos básicos sobre la educación superior y su contribución  
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de cara al futuro. Mediante el cuestionamiento de los futuros, los problemas emergentes, los 


análisis y las situaciones hipotéticas, nuestra intención es salir del presente y crear las 


posibilidades para nuevos y mejores futuros para la educación superior. 


Francesc Pedró 


Director 


Instituto Internacional de la UNESCO para la Educación Superior en América Latina y el Caribe 
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El proyecto Futuros de la educación superior  


Este informe de las consultas a los expertos presenta los resultados de la primera fase de un 


proyecto sobre los futuros de la educación superior que está llevando a cabo el Instituto 


Internacional para la Educación Superior en América Latina y el Caribe (IESALC) de la UNESCO 


durante 2021.2 El proyecto comenzó dentro del marco de la iniciativa emblemática Los futuros 


de la educación de la UNESCO, cuyo objetivo es “repensar la educación y dar forma al futuro”.3 


Lanzada el 30 de septiembre de 2019, la iniciativa Los futuros de la educación ha involucrado 


hasta ahora a cerca de un millón de personas mediante consultas mundiales, cuyo trabajo es 


informado a la Comisión Internacional sobre los Futuros de la Educación y su informe principal 


será publicado en noviembre de 2021.  


El proyecto Futuros de la educación superior del IESALC, que integra la educación superior en 


los debates y reflexiones más amplios sobre el futuro de la educación, también aprende y 


continúa desarrollando las ideas y el pensamiento representados en las numerosas y 


constantes contribuciones a la educación superior realizadas por la UNESCO desde su 


fundación. El proyecto Futuros de la educación superior busca estimular el pensamiento 


creativo e imaginativo y las ideas sobre los futuros de la educación superior desde una 


perspectiva global, alimentando los debates sobre el papel de la educación superior. El 


proyecto Futuros de la educación superior se rige por dos preguntas abiertas:  


¿Cómo le gustaría que fuera la educación superior en 2050? 


¿Cómo podría contribuir la educación superior a tener mejores futuros para todos en 2050? 


El proyecto se guía por la manera en que se ha moldeado la educación superior hasta ahora, 


revisando lo que ya se ha propuesto en el pasado reciente como futuros deseables o plausibles 


para la educación superior, pero trata de buscar vías de eliminar los obstáculos que esto puede 


suponer para la visión de futuro. Esto es particularmente importante en relación con las 


nociones de educación superior que se han vuelto dominantes, pero que no reflejan la 


pluralidad de las tradiciones de conocimiento existentes.   


 
2  https://www.iesalc.unesco.org/los-futuros-de-la-educacion-superior/  
3  https://es.unesco.org/futuresofeducation/ 
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A lo largo de cada una de las fases del proyecto Futuros de la educación superior, el IESALC se 


ha comprometido con una serie de participantes para generar nuevas perspectivas sobre los 


futuros de la educación superior. Las fases previstas actualmente son: (1) consultas a los 


expertos (informe actual); (2) consulta pública (una encuesta breve disponible en inglés, 


francés y español para público en general); (3) grupos de reflexión de estudiantes (organizados 


en el contexto de la iniciativa sobre Los futuros de la educación, una serie de grupos de 


reflexión con estudiantes sobre la educación superior); (4) grupos de reflexión de jóvenes 


(donde se escucharán a jóvenes en todas las regiones del mundo y sus ideas sobre la educación 


superior); (5) tecnología y futuros sustentables (en colaboración con empresas tecnológicas e 


innovadores para comprender cómo se puede aprovechar la tecnología en la educación 


superior para el bien común mundial), (6) recomendaciones políticas (generadas a partir de los 


debates de los grupos de expertos con los responsables políticos en todas las regiones); y (7) 


revisión bibliográfica (una amplia revisión bibliográfica multilingüe de los trabajos publicados 


durante la última década en relación con los futuros de la educación superior).   


Este informe es una síntesis de las respuestas de los expertos a las dos preguntas orientadoras 


del proyecto sobre la educación superior. Todos los expertos han estado profundamente 


comprometidos con los problemas de la educación superior en los diferentes contextos y sus 


puntos de vista forman una base crítica para estimular la reflexión sobre los futuros de la 


educación superior. Los resultados de las otras fases del proyecto Los futuros de la educación 


superior aportados por otras personas interesadas en el tema se informarán más adelante en 


2021 y en 2022. El informe definitivo del proyecto reunirá las conclusiones de todas las fases.  


 


Consultas a los expertos 


En esta fase del proyecto, el IESALC consultó a 25 expertos en educación superior radicados en 


todo el mundo, con experiencia en todas las regiones de la UNESCO y en la docencia, la 


investigación y/o la puesta en práctica de la educación superior. Se prestó especial atención 


en garantizar el equilibrio de género y regional, así como en incluir expertos cuya experiencia 


en educación superior incorporara las tradiciones de conocimiento más allá de las estructuras 


de aprendizaje formal.  
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Durante febrero y marzo de 2021, cada experto elaboró una breve nota conceptual en la que 


resumía sus ideas como respuesta a las dos preguntas que guían el proyecto. Estas notas se 


distribuyeron entre todos los expertos y se publicaron en el sitio web del IESALC en inglés, 


francés y español, donde pueden consultarse gratuitamente.4  


En marzo de 2021, los expertos participaron en uno de los cinco talleres en línea de dos horas 


en grupos pequeños para dialogar, compartir conocimientos y ampliar los puntos de vista 


presentados en las notas conceptuales. Se realizaron cuatro talleres en inglés y uno en español.  


El IESALC extiende su sincero agradecimiento a los expertos por su disposición a participar en 


esta fase del proyecto Los futuros de la educación superior y por los conocimientos e ideas que 


con tanta facilidad compartieron.  


En orden alfabético, por apellido, los expertos son:  


1. Profesor Naomar Almeida-Filho, profesor invitado, Instituto de Estudios Avanzados de 


la Universidad de São Paulo, Brasil  


2. Profesora N’Dri Thérèse Assié-Lumumba, directora del Instituto de Desarrollo Africano, 


Universidad Cornell, EE.UU.   


3. Profesor Ronald Barnett, profesor emérito de educación Superior, University College 


de Londres, Reino Unido  


4. Profesor Sir Hilary Beckles, vicerrector, Universidad de las Indias Occidentales, Jamaica  


5. Profesor José Joaquín Brunner, director del Doctorado en Educación Superior; director 


de la cátedra UNESCO de Políticas Comparadas de Educación Superior, Universidad 


Diego Portales, Chile  


6. Profesor Michael Cross, director del Centro para Estudios de Educación Superior Ali 


Mazrui de la Universidad de Johannesburgo, Sudáfrica   


7. Profesora Jocelyne Gacel-Ávila, coordinadora del Observatorio Regional sobre 


Internacionalización y Redes en Educación Terciaria en América Latina y el Caribe, 


Universidad de Guadalajara, México  


 
4 https://www.iesalc.unesco.org/los-futuros-de-la-educacion-superior/consultas-a-los-expertos/ 
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8. Profesor Marek Kwiek, Cátedra UNESCO de Investigación institucional y Política de 


Educación Superior y director del Instituto de Estudios Avanzados en Ciencias Sociales 


y Humanidades, Universidad de Poznan, Polonia  


9. Profesor Liu Haifeng, profesor titular de Artes Liberales, Facultad de Educación de la 


Universidad Zhejiang, China   


10. Profesor Ahmad Y. Majdoubeh, vicerrector de Humanidades, Universidad de Jordania, 


Jordania 


11. Profesora Mpine Makoe, Mancomunidad de la cátedra de Aprendizaje en Recursos 


Educativos Abiertos, Instituto de Aprendizaje Abierto y a Distancia, Universidad de 


Sudáfrica, Sudáfrica  


12. Profesora Takyiwaa Manuh, profesora emérita de Estudios Africanos, Instituto de 


Estudios Africanos, Universidad de Ghana, Ghana  


13. Profesor Simon Marginson, profesor de educación superior; director del Centro para la 


Educación Superior Global ESRC/OFSRE, Universidad de Oxford, Reino Unido 


14. Dr. Pankaj Mittal, secretario general, Asociación de Universidades de la India, India   


15. Profesora Marcela Mollis, directora investigadora en educación superior comparativa, 


Instituto Universitario de la Cooperación, Argentina  


16. Profesora Rajani Naidoo, directora del Centro Internacional de Gestión de la Educación 


Superior y cátedra UNESCO de Gestión de la Educación Superior, Universidad de Bath, 


Reino Unido 


17. Dr. Oomandra Nath Varma, director, Instituto de Educación de Mauricio, Mauricio    


18. Dra. Dorcas Beryl Otieno, Orden del Gran Guerrero (OGW), cátedra UNESCO de 


Desarrollo de la Educación Superior para una Economía Ecológica y Sustentable, 


profesora titular, Departamento de Estudios Ambientales y Desarrollo Comunitario, 


Universidad de Keniata, Kenia 


19. Profesor Dzulkifli (Dzul) Razak, rector, Universidad Islámica Internacional Malasia  
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20. Profesor Nagla Rizk, profesor de economía; director fundador de Acceso al 


Conocimiento para el Centro de Desarrollo, Universidad Americana en El Cairo, Egipto   


21. Profesora Patricia Mariella Ruiz Bravo López, Cátedra UNESCO de Igualdad de Género 


en Instituciones de Educación Superior, Pontificia Universidad Católica del Perú, Perú   


22. Profesora emérita Chanita Rukspollmuang, vicerrectora, Universidad de Siam, Tailandia  


23. Luis Fernando Sarango, Pushak/rector, Pluriversidad Amawtay Wasi, Ecuador   


24. Profesora Linda Tuhiwai Smith, profesora de Educación Indígena, Universidad de 


Waikato, Nueva Zelanda 


25. Profesora Felisa Tibbitts, cátedra UNESCO en Derechos Humanos y Educación Superior, 


cátedra en Educación sobre Derechos Humanos, Universidad de Utrecht, Países Bajos  


 


Organización del informe 


El contenido de este informe surgió de lo que se plasmó en las notas conceptuales de los 


expertos y de los talleres en línea. Mediante el reconocimiento de que las perspectivas de cada 


uno de los expertos se fundamentan en su combinación única de antecedentes ontológicos, 


epistemológicos, profesionales y geográficos, el informe se propone compartir sus ideas de 


manera que puedan ser significativas para diferentes regiones del mundo, tipos y formas de 


educación superior e instituciones de educación superior (IES). Sin embargo, como resumen 


fundamentado en un proceso de consulta, el informe no pretende abarcar todos los aspectos 


imaginables relativos a los futuros de la educación superior.  


Considerando que el objetivo principal de este informe es presentar los puntos de vista de los 


expertos, el IESALC se encargó de la organización general del informe, de los títulos y de las 


opciones sobre lo que podía incluirse. Cuando procede, los vínculos entre las conclusiones y 


los programas y actividades de la UNESCO se indican en las notas a pie de página.  


Un buen número de las ideas y temas del informe fueron planteados por muchos expertos, ya 


sea enmarcados en el mismo vocabulario o descritos con términos similares a los que aquí se 


recogen. La decisión de utilizar determinadas palabras en lugar de sus sinónimos no implica 


ninguna preferencia. Otras orientaciones reseñadas en este informe deben su origen a uno o 
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varios de los expertos. Todas las propuestas, los argumentos y los temas que se expusieron se 


consideraron igualmente pertinentes e importantes, tanto si procedían de uno como de varios 


expertos.  


Dicho esto, no era posible ni deseable reproducir los matices y las diferencias que aparecen en 


las notas conceptuales, las cuales se han publicado como un conjunto de recursos vinculados 


pero separados.5 El IESALC se ha esforzado por presentar un relato a la vez sólido y valiente, 


aventurándose a centrarse más en las convergencias que en las divergencias entre los 


expertos. 


Cuando se presentan citas o se hace referencia a un punto atribuible a un determinado experto 


según su nota conceptual, se hace referencia a su apellido entre paréntesis. Los debates a 


puerta cerrada durante los talleres se diseñaron para generar resultados más dialógicos y para 


enlazar el contenido de las notas conceptuales escritas disponibles públicamente. Por ello, 


cuando las ideas o los temas planteados en el informe proceden de los talleres, se redactan de 


forma general para transmitir el significado global, en lugar de atribuirse individualmente.  


Algunas ideas y temas del informe son sugerencias sobre cómo podría llegar a ser el futuro de 


la educación superior, y/o cómo podríamos lograr un mejor futuro para todos a través de la 


educación superior. El lenguaje utilizado en el informe refleja esto a través de expresiones 


como “La educación superior puede…” y “La educación superior debería…”. Es importante 


señalar que no se trata de afirmaciones definitivas, ni expresan un consenso colectivo sobre 


los futuros de la educación superior. 


El uso intencional del plural en palabras como futuros, conocimientos y propósitos en este 


informe apoya la intención de la Comisión Internacional sobre los Futuros de la Educación de 


no definir un único camino a seguir, sino de identificar múltiples “vías prometedoras para 


formular políticas y estrategias que configurarán futuros deseables y repararán injusticias 


pasadas”.6 


 
5  https://www.iesalc.unesco.org/los-futuros-de-la-educacion-superior/consultas-a-los-expertos/ 
6 UNESCO, “Avances recientes de la Comisión Internacional sobre los Futuros de la Educación” (UNESCO, marzo 
de 2021), pág.3, https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000375746_spa   
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Resumen ejecutivo 


Las dos preguntas que guían el proyecto Futuros de la educación superior (¿Cómo le gustaría 


que fuera la educación superior en 2050? y ¿Cómo podría contribuir la educación superior a 


tener mejores futuros para todos en 2050?) proporcionan el marco general de este informe. 


El informe, que es una síntesis de las consultas organizadas por el IESALC, cuestiona supuestos 


comunes sobre la educación superior y sus contribuciones, para crear una serie de 


posibilidades audaces para futuros diferentes – y mejores –para la educación superior. 


Asimismo, este informe, el cual fue presentado por el IESALC a la Comisión Internacional sobre 


los Futuros de la Educación, está concebido para ser leído como un informe independiente 


sobre los resultados de la primera fase del proyecto Futuros de la educación superior del 


IESALC. El informe recorre desde el concepto y los propósitos de la educación superior 


(secciones 1 y 2) hasta las funciones de la educación superior (secciones 3 y 4) y desde allí hasta 


las maneras en la que la educación superior podría llevar a cabo sus misiones (secciones 5 y 6). 


Las oportunidades y los retos que pueden presentarse en el camino hacia 2050 se recogen al 


final del informe (sección 7). 


La primera sección del informe presenta los mensajes clave que los expertos en educación 


superior trasmitieron a la Comisión Internacional. Las secciones 2 a 6 presentan los puntos 


principales que surgieron durante las consultas a los expertos sobre los futuros de la educación 


superior. A lo largo de las mismas, los resultados arrojaron a la luz las numerosas tensiones, 


paradojas y contradicciones que surgen en el transcurso de la transmisión de estas 


perspectivas diversas. La séptima sección entrelaza estas ideas con las reflexiones del IESALC 


en cuanto a las oportunidades y desafíos que pueden surgir hasta 2050. 


1. Mensajes clave sobre los futuros de la educación superior 


Los mensajes clave sobre los futuros de la educación superior se exponen en cuatro grandes 


afirmaciones acerca de la forma en cómo la educación superior podría moldearse y 


perfeccionarse para lograr mejores futuros para todos. Las afirmaciones se relacionan con la 


asunción de la responsabilidad activa por nuestra humanidad común, la promoción del 


bienestar y la sustentabilidad, la extracción de la fuerza de la diversidad intercultural y 


epistémica y la defensa y creación de la interconexión a varios niveles. 







16 
 


2. Dar forma a los propósitos de la educación superior 


La educación superior en 2050 cambiará de manera tanto transformadora como progresiva, 


desestabilizadora y fluida. La segunda sección del informe establece cómo los propósitos de la 


educación superior pueden ser moldeados en los futuros. La educación superior debe 


responsabilizarse por (2a) la promoción del bienestar del planeta, así como de (2b) la 


contribución al desarrollo social y económico. La posición de la educación superior en el campo 


del conocimiento debe considerarse en el ámbito público, lo cual es analizado en la subsección 


sobre (2c) el financiamiento de un bien público. Al asumir estas responsabilidades, la 


conceptualización de (2d) vincular el ecosistema de la educación superior ayuda a comprender 


las maneras en que podrían desarrollarse las fusiones dentro, entre y más allá de las 


instituciones individuales de educación superior. 


3. Diseño de una educación superior para todos 


En la tercera sección se analiza la función central de la educación superior como apoyo al 


aprendizaje en el contexto de cómo se puede permitir a cada alumno desarrollar todo su 


potencial para que pueda poner en práctica su propio “proyecto de vida” (Sarango). El acceso 


a la educación superior en todo el mundo se ha ampliado exponencialmente (incluso en 


términos relativos), pero de cara al futuro se debe hacer más con el fin de (3a) cumplir con el 


derecho a la educación superior para todos. La organización de la educación superior debe 


centrarse en (3b) la integración del aprendizaje entre disciplinas. A medida que los alumnos 


cambien, también lo hará el papel de quienes los apoyan, el cual se analiza en la subsección 


sobre (3c) la orientación y el fortalecimiento de los estudiantes. De ello se desprende que debe 


prestarse mayor atención a (3d) la elaboración de una gama de programas y itinerarios flexibles 


e inclusivos, así como a enfoques personalizados y creativos para (3e) la evaluación y 


acreditación de los resultados del aprendizaje. 


4. Creación y difusión de conocimiento 


Dado que el aprendizaje y la enseñanza seguirán siendo el núcleo de la educación superior, 


también lo será su papel en la creación y difusión del conocimiento, que se analiza en la cuarta 


sección. Los resultados y los beneficios de la educación superior deben ser para todos, como 


se indica en la subsección sobre (4a) la producción del conocimiento para el bien común. Una 


manera importante de incorporar múltiples formas de conocimiento en la educación superior 
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es (4b) fundamentar los conocimientos contextualmente relevantes. Las habilidades y 


capacidades de la educación superior para crear y compartir conocimientos son apoyadas y 


desafiadas por la tecnología, la cual se analiza en la subsección sobre (4c) la reducción de las 


brechas digitales. Aunque esta tarea no ha sido concebida como un ejercicio de mapeo, varios 


de los expertos proponen modelos reflexivos y bien construidos que ayuden (4d) a imaginar 


modelos alternativos de organización del conocimiento. 


5. Generar fuerza en la diversidad  


La quinta sección del informe considera cómo podría organizarse la educación superior 


basándose en el mensaje fundamental de que su fuerza reside en la diversidad. No sólo se trata 


de mirar hacia el futuro, sino también de abordar la dominación externa histórica, así como los 


legados que se traen y los riesgos actuales de la homogeneización global. La educación superior 


debería trabajar en (5a) acoger formas plurales de conocer y hacer. La diversidad existe en 


múltiples formas y debe tener en cuenta (5b) dar respuesta a los diversos alumnos: cómo se 


les puede apoyar y las barreras que pueden impedir el acceso a la educación superior. La 


diversidad también puede apoyarse mediante (5c) la valoración de la diversidad de panoramas 


institucionales, especialmente si el acceso a la educación superior sigue ampliándose. El papel 


fundamental de las IES en (5d) la creación de espacios de diálogo - tanto físicos como virtuales 


- puede reforzar los compromisos de la educación superior con la diversidad. 


6. Compromiso con el alma y la solidaridad 


En la sexta sección se exponen las formas en que la educación superior se compromete y 


cumple sus compromisos. El concepto de (6a) asumir la responsabilidad académica abarca 


varios principios para dirigir la educación superior en los próximos años. Se trata de formas 


orientadas a los valores en las que la educación superior podría trabajar para cumplir sus 


misiones. La educación superior a nivel del sistema y de las instituciones debería organizarse 


en torno a determinados valores o, como dijo un experto, (6b) proporcionar “una educación 


con alma” (Dzulkifli). Impulsada por estos valores “con alma”, la educación superior puede 


permanecer y actuar conjuntamente en (6c) responder colectivamente a los desafíos globales, 


dar forma a los mundos que la rodean (6d) al elevar su voz en el entorno global, y reconsiderar 


su compromiso a través de las regiones (6e) al perseguir una internacionalización mutuamente 


inclusiva.  
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7. Pensar más allá de los límites: oportunidades y desafíos en los caminos hacia 2050 


La finalidad de este informe no es formular recomendaciones sobre cómo debería ser la 


educación superior en 2050. Tampoco abarca todo lo que podría decirse sobre las 


oportunidades, los riesgos y las contradicciones que la enseñanza superior puede tener que 


afrontar a lo largo de los numerosos trayectos venideros, los cuales se recogen en esta última 


sección. Se observa la dimensión temporal en el sentido de que los futuros de la educación 


superior, como señaló un experto, “solo pueden imaginarse en los contextos de intersección” 


(Cross) de sus interfaces pasadas y presentes. Estos legados y eventos actuales constituyen 


elementos cruciales en las múltiples vías hacia 2050.  
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1. Mensajes clave sobre los futuros de la educación superior 


Durante el proceso de consulta, se invitó a los expertos a ofrecer un mensaje clave sobre los 


futuros de la educación superior para transmitirlo a la Comisión Internacional sobre los Futuros 


de la Educación. 


Aunque son necesariamente amplios, estos mensajes clave proporcionan una orientación clara 


y audaz sobre cómo los propósitos, las funciones y las misiones de la educación superior 


podrían configurarse y perfeccionarse para apoyar un futuro mejor para todos.  


Los mensajes clave se han fusionado en cuatro amplias declaraciones sobre el futuro de la 


educación superior. En esta visión compuesta, la educación superior: 


Asume una responsabilidad activa por nuestra humanidad común 


 Abre y desarrolla el potencial de todos los seres humanos. 


 Afronta los riesgos y tiende puentes entre el tiempo, las personas y los lugares. 


 Defiende el conocimiento y las formas de saber, en tanto que es un bien público 


mundial. 


Promueve el bienestar y la sustentabilidad  


 Se orienta hacia la justicia, la solidaridad y los derechos humanos. 


 Respalda un proyecto de vida que fortalece a las personas, sus familias, las 


comunidades y la humanidad. 


 Actúa y se organiza de manera ética, sostenible y responsable. 


Se nutre de la diversidad intercultural y epistémica. 


 Preserva las identidades y las culturas, ya sean colectivas, institucionales o personales.  


 Crea espacios para la reflexión y el diálogo. 


 Realiza comparaciones de buena fe, sin imponer ni presuponer homogeneidad. 


Defiende y crea interconexiones a múltiples niveles. 


 Fragua colaboraciones entre personas, grupos y comunidades locales y globales.  


 Mantiene los vínculos entre las IES, los niveles de educación y el aprendizaje formal e 


informal. 
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 Relaciona a los seres humanos con los seres no humanos, la Tierra y el universo. 


 


2. Dar forma a los propósitos de la educación superior 


La educación superior en 2050 cambiará de manera tanto transformadora como progresiva, 


disruptiva y fluida. La segunda sección del informe establece cómo pueden configurarse los 


propósitos de la educación superior en el futuro. La educación superior debe responsabilizarse 


de (2a) promover el bienestar del planeta, así como de (2b) contribuir con el desarrollo social 


y económico. La posición de la educación superior en el campo del conocimiento debe 


considerarse en el ámbito público, analizado en la subsección en cuanto (2c) al financiamiento 


del bien público. Al asumir estas responsabilidades, la conceptualización de (2d) vincular el 


ecosistema de la educación superior ayuda a comprender las maneras en la que podrían 


desarrollarse los conflictos dentro, entre y más allá de las instituciones individuales de la 


educación superior. 


 


2a. Promover el bienestar del planeta 


Nuestro futuro común está conectado local y globalmente entre humanos y no humanos, así 


como en la materia y la mente. La educación superior debería centrarse en el bienestar del 


planeta, “su diversidad y sostenibilidad, su seguridad y belleza” (Smith) y en una mejor 


protección humana de todas las entidades del planeta, humanas y no humanas (Barnett). El 


reconocimiento de nuestra interconexión con los demás y con nuestro entorno debe 


configurar la educación superior dentro de un “modelo de bien público”7 (Marginson). Este es 


un modelo que se ha demostrado decisivamente durante la pandemia causada por la COVID-


19 para poder sostener mejor las instituciones estables.  


Las IES pueden aprovechar su “pensamiento disruptivo colectivo” (Beckles) para apoyar un 


cambio en los paradigmas de desarrollo global y regional que apoyen futuros más sostenibles 


y participen en actividades beneficiosas para la humanidad. Desde esta perspectiva, la 


investigación “creará el nuevo conocimiento y la investigación para abordar los desafíos 


 
7 La noción de la educación superior como bien público se afirmó en la segunda Conferencia Mundial de la 
UNESCO sobre la Educación Superior en 2009. https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000183277_spa.  
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globales y proporcionar evidencia para las políticas públicas informadas” (Manuh) y el 


seguimiento y la evaluación del progreso hacia los objetivos de sostenibilidad. Al trabajar a 


través de las fronteras para redistribuir los desequilibrios históricos de poder, las IES podrán 


“responder de forma más auténtica al bienestar global” (Naidoo). 


 


2b. Contribuir al desarrollo social y económico 


A pesar de la importancia de posicionar la educación superior a escala local, regional y global, 


el nivel estatal seguirá siendo crucial para las misiones y los propósitos de la educación 


superior. Se espera que las IES “lideren el cambio y contribuyan de manera significativa al 


desarrollo económico y social del país al aumentar la participación cívica, avanzar en la reforma 


educativa y promover la cultura de la paz y la no violencia” (Makoe). Los sistemas de educación 


superior no deben perder de vista su papel en el suministro de bienes públicos y serán un 


“motor del desarrollo inclusivo y sostenible” (Beckles), al utilizar su capacidad para el cambio 


de paradigmas, la transferencia de conocimientos y la habilitación de avances científicos. La 


capacidad de respuesta a las necesidades y demandas de la sociedad es, por lo tanto, un 


imperativo moral y un objetivo estratégico. Cada institución debe establecer metas y 


prioridades que serán los puntos centrales de las políticas y prácticas. 


Un entorno político propicio preparará mejor a las IES para atender las diferentes necesidades 


de desarrollo socioeconómico, por ejemplo, dando prioridad a los recursos de las regiones 


menos desarrolladas y financiando a los estudiantes de las minorías étnicas (Liu). Las futuras 


agendas políticas para la educación superior deberán tener más en cuenta las trayectorias no 


lineales y podrían centrarse en facilitar la apertura, ampliar la educación superior más allá de 


la actual gama de cualificaciones, apoyar la digitalización y reformar la formación del 


profesorado. Suponiendo que la inversión pública en educación superior sea sólida, los 


responsables políticos pueden considerar cómo canalizar el financiamiento para apoyar a las 


“antiguas” IES para que se abran y se transformen y cómo distribuir el financiamiento entre las 


diferentes formas de la educación superior. Por otro lado, las incoherencias, la corrupción, la 


falta de financiamiento, la ineficacia y el control excesivo por parte de los responsables 


políticos podrían limitar gravemente el futuro de la educación superior. 
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2c. Financiamiento de un bien público 


La cuestión de quién pagará la educación superior es un tema recurrente que seguirá siendo 


pertinente en el futuro con la confluencia de la recuperación postpandemia, la intensificación 


de los costos relacionados con el clima, la proliferación de la deuda global acumulada, las 


tendencias de privatización y la continua expansión del acceso a la educación postobligatoria. 


Las IES que cobran la matrícula a los estudiantes excluyen a muchos de participar y están cada 


vez más a la orden de aquellos que la pagan. Las IES que se enfrentan a reducciones del 


financiamiento público y tienen que recortar personal, depender de trabajadores precarios y/o 


competir por estudiantes internacionales tendrán muchas más dificultades para cumplir sus 


funciones. Para que la educación superior cumpla de forma significativa con las funciones que 


están arraigadas en las comunidades locales y nacionales y potencie la colaboración y la 


solidaridad global, es decir, para que también sea un motor del bien común global, es vital un 


gasto público sólido en educación superior. Las “características de los bienes públicos del 


conocimiento” (Rizk) son una razón de peso para que las IES obtengan más financiamiento 


público.  


Sin embargo, hasta que la educación superior no se convierta en un derecho, del mismo modo 


que la educación primaria está consagrada en la legislación sobre derechos humanos8, los 


estados no están obligados a proporcionar educación superior gratuita, “aunque sería lo ideal” 


(Tibbitts). Incluso con un mayor financiamiento público, las diferencias entre países en los 


niveles de inversión en educación superior e investigación pueden seguir perpetuando las 


desigualdades globales existentes. De aquí a 2050, los diferentes modelos también pueden 


apoyar financieramente el carácter público de la educación superior. Por ejemplo, un “Fondo 


Mundial para el Aprendizaje” (Rizk) podría obligar a los países económicamente más ricos y a 


las empresas mundiales a aportar una parte de sus beneficios para subvencionar la educación 


superior en todas las regiones.  Por otra parte, la futura expansión de las matrículas académicas 


podría “transformar la educación superior hasta hacerla irreconocible” (Kwiek), haciéndola 


más parecida a los entornos actuales en los que ha habido “una creciente participación de 


recursos privados” (Brunner). 


 
8 Artículo 13, Pacto internacional de derechos económicos, sociales y culturales (1966),  
https://www.ohchr.org/SP/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CESCR.aspx  
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2d. Conectar el ecosistema de la educación superior 


La educación superior es un ecosistema en el que sus propósitos, misiones, conexiones, 


instituciones, tradiciones y recursos están conformados por los contextos históricos, sociales, 


políticos y culturales en los que se asientan las IES, y que a su vez influyen en ellos. 


Conceptualizar la educación superior de esta manera interconectada ayuda a pensar en “un 


nuevo ecosistema donde las personas convivan en un mundo mejor” (Dzulkifli). En el 


ecosistema de la educación superior, las IES del futuro “se distinguirán más bien por la forma 


en que asuman la responsabilidad, cada una con su propia misión, tradiciones, recursos y 


medios de interactuar con esos ecosistemas” (Brunner). Para ello, las IES pueden adoptar un 


enfoque institucional hacia la integración de programas que sean “holísticos y estén bien 


alineados con el contexto local” (Dzulkifli) y potencializando la colaboración dentro de la 


institución para impulsar la visión y planificar el cambio. 


Además de ser un ecosistema en sí mismo, la educación superior tiene que “conectarse más, 


externa e internamente, con los ecosistemas con los que está inserta” (Barnett), como los 


saberes, otras instituciones sociales y la economía. Uno de esos ecosistemas es la educación: 


cualquier consideración sobre las misiones y propósitos de la educación superior no puede 


pasar por alto las conexiones ineludibles con la educación primaria y secundaria, así como con 


el aprendizaje a lo largo de toda la vida. Para que los alumnos puedan prosperar dentro y fuera 


de la educación superior en 2050, los valores y la organización de todos los niveles de la 


educación deben estar conectados. La incorporación de todos los niveles educativos 


“permitiría a todos desarrollar su potencial y prosperar en un sistema circular y regenerativo” 


(Assié-Lumumba). 


Dado que la conectividad de la educación superior en 2050 puede estar “en el campo” 


(Rukspollmuang), los diferentes interesados deben contribuir tanto con el ecosistema interno 


de las IES como con los ecosistemas en los que la educación superior desempeña un papel a 


escala local, nacional, regional e internacional. La educación superior no está aislada y, en todo 


caso, podría asumir una posición más central en la coordinación de diversas fuentes para 


impulsar el desarrollo con el fin de conectar más el mundo en su conjunto: “Todos estamos 


interconectados, y tenemos que dar forma al futuro de la educación superior para que sirva a 


esa interconexión, no sólo con nosotros como individuos, sino con nuestro entorno interior, 


hacia un medio ambiente más limpio y con un universo más amplio. Y en ese sentido, estamos 
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interconectados como personas, pero además nuestro sentido de la ética debe ser hacia la 


humanidad” (Rizk). 


 


3. Diseñar una educación superior para todos 


La función central de la educación superior como apoyo al aprendizaje se analiza en el contexto 


de cómo se le puede permitir a cada alumno desarrollar todo su potencial para que pueda 


poner en práctica su propio “proyecto de vida” (Sarango). El acceso a la educación superior en 


todo el mundo se ha ampliado exponencialmente (incluso en términos relativos) y en el futuro, 


se debe hacer más con el fin de (3a) cumplir con el derecho a la educación superior para todos. 


La organización de la educación superior debe centrarse en (3b) integrar el aprendizaje entre 


disciplinas. A medida que los alumnos cambien, también lo hará el papel de quienes los apoyan, 


lo cual se analiza en la subsección sobre (3c) la orientación y el fortalecimiento de los 


estudiantes. De ello se desprende que debe prestarse mayor atención a (3d) elaborar una 


gama de itinerarios y programas flexibles e inclusivos, así como enfoques personalizados y 


creativos para (3e) la evaluación y acreditación de los resultados del aprendizaje. 


 


3a. Cumplir con el derecho a la educación superior 


La educación superior tiene la responsabilidad de ayudar a los ciudadanos a desarrollar 


plenamente su potencial individual y a participar en la vida social y política. Aunque la 


educación superior para todos es factible, puede verse restringida si los sistemas siguen 


estando o se vuelven más estratificados verticalmente y si los costos (incluso cuando son 


relativamente bajos) siguen repercutiendo en los estudiantes (Kwiek). Deben eliminarse los 


obstáculos del aprendizaje, incluyendo la discriminación por género, edad o etnia, así como las 


barreras relacionadas con la asequibilidad. Debe prestarse más atención a “la inclusión de los 


grupos más vulnerables y tradicionalmente excluidos, como los no escolarizados, las mujeres, 


los jóvenes desempleados, las personas con discapacidad y las comunidades indígenas, de 


acuerdo con el objetivo más amplio de no dejar a nadie atrás” (Otieno). La pandemia causada 


por la COVID-19 también ha añadido a los excluidos digitalmente a las categorías de grupos 


vulnerables. Si bien el acceso a la educación superior ha aumentado y sigue expandiéndose, 
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ese crecimiento debe ir acompañado de atención a la calidad, que es “la línea de vida de la 


educación superior” (Liu). 


Además de su papel como derecho humano, la educación superior puede apoyar a los alumnos 


mediante la promoción de culturas académicas, la formación de intelectuales, inventores, 


críticos y educadores, la creación de conocimiento y la transformación social (Almeida-Filho). 


Avanzar requiere cambios a nivel sistémico: no son sólo las IES las que han permitido la 


desigualdad, sino el funcionamiento del sistema. Las alianzas entre las universidades de alto 


rango en los países económicamente más pobres con las 'mejores' universidades globales que 


reclutan a las élites “aplican medidas descontextualizadas de mérito académico basadas en el 


rendimiento (y no en el potencial) y conectan a los graduados con los nodos del poder global” 


(Naidoo), abriendo espacios para el desarrollo desigual de la educación superior en todo el 


mundo. El énfasis actual en el idioma inglés excluye a muchos de la conversación global. Las 


IES deben colaborar en la incorporación de la educación intercultural en un entorno 


multilingüe, promoviendo el acceso a múltiples idiomas y la traducción de publicaciones para 


facilitar la democratización de los conocimientos, de modo que la educación superior sea 


realmente un derecho para todos. 


 


3b. Integrar el aprendizaje entre disciplinas 


La educación superior en 2050 podría estar más adaptada a sus estudiantes, lo que sería muy 


diferente de la organización actual, en la que los estudiantes deben adaptarse a las estructuras 


de la educación superior. Los nuevos ejes del aprendizaje serán “aprender a transformar y 


aprender a ser” (Rukspollmuang). Para ello, la multidisciplinariedad puede sustituir a los 


actuales silos disciplinarios. Esto podría permitir no sólo a los estudiantes, sino también a los 


profesores e investigadores, beneficiarse de las ventajas que aporta el estudio de varias 


disciplinas, señalando además que “de la hibridez pueden surgir nuevos conocimientos” 


(Majdoubeh). Para formar seres humanos competentes con la capacidad de actuar éticamente 


y de comprometerse con la sociedad y el bien común, las humanidades, las artes y las ciencias 


deben entrelazarse con diferentes áreas de la ingeniería, la tecnología y la innovación para 


crear una “educación integral” (Ruiz Bravo López).  
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Los conocimientos interdisciplinarios podrían ayudar a los alumnos a comprender mejor las 


conexiones multisectoriales de su aprendizaje con sus posteriores trayectorias vitales. La 


multidisciplinariedad podría incluso sustituirse por la “intertransdisciplinariedad” (Almeida-


Filho) y la promoción de nuevas competencias básicas en idiomas, investigación, pedagogía, 


competencia tecnológica crítica y sensibilidad ecosocial. La creciente interconexión entre las 


IES puede hacer necesario “avanzar hacia un consenso sobre los aprendizajes mínimos 


necesarios en las primeras carreras que faciliten un mundo integrado: alfabetización científica 


e histórico-cultural, comunicaciones, idiomas, relaciones sociales y preparación para el 


trabajo” (Marginson).  


Las ciencias sociales y las humanidades podrían tener más influencia para frenar el afán de 


maximización (de beneficios) y poner más énfasis en la empresa responsable. Al mismo tiempo, 


podrían surgir nuevas áreas de especialización a medida que los contenidos se vuelvan más 


humanos y se ajusten a las necesidades del ciudadano global (Rizk). Los alumnos deben “recibir 


una educación para la paz y los derechos humanos” (Tibbitts). El aprendizaje debe hacer 


hincapié en la “dimensión humana” (Mittal) de la educación superior, incluyendo la resolución 


de problemas, el trabajo en proyectos, el espíritu empresarial, el desarrollo de la curiosidad y 


el bienestar. Los alumnos deben comprometerse globalmente mediante colaboraciones 


internacionales, enseñanza e investigación interdisciplinaria (Mittal). La integración de la 


dimensión internacional en todos los sistemas de educación superior, en lugar de centrarse en 


estrategias individuales como la movilidad de estudiantes o profesores, podría aumentar la 


calidad de la educación y apoyar la adquisición de competencias (Gacel-Ávila).  


 


3c. Orientar y fortalecer a los estudiantes  


Pensando en 2050, “la educación en general y la educación superior en particular deben ser... 


la combinación de tiempo y espacio que pueda encajar con cada [alumno]... donde se les 


permita desarrollar sus propias habilidades y conocimientos para construir y poner en práctica 


su propio proyecto de vida” (Sarango). Para que los alumnos “tengan más libertad para 


explorar y demostrar un resultado coherente de su aprendizaje” (Nath Varma), el papel de los 


alumnos y de los profesores, así como las estructuras que los rodean, deben cambiar. Los 


itinerarios de aprendizaje pueden estar más orientados a los objetivos de los alumnos, 
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apoyándolos previa solicitud, y evaluando los resultados de los procesos de aprendizaje en 


términos de conocimientos y demostraciones prácticas de habilidades, por ejemplo, en la 


realización de proyectos creativos que puedan demostrar la resolución de problemas y las 


habilidades de pensamiento crítico. Es fundamental aumentar la capacidad de acción de los 


alumnos, la cual puede mejorarse aún más si se ofrece “una preparación para la transición a la 


vida económica autónoma en cada programa de licenciatura” (Marginson).  


Los profesores de educación superior deben ayudar a identificar y fomentar los puntos fuertes, 


los intereses y los valores de los alumnos. Por lo tanto, los profesores deben contar con las 


habilidades necesarias para capacitar y facilitar, así como para afrontar y diseñar modos 


innovadores de aprendizaje. La creatividad será una habilidad fundamental. Es posible que 


aumente el número de “profesores autónomos” que trabajan en varias IES para compartir los 


beneficios de la interconexión de los planes de estudio (Mittal), aunque esto plantea la 


posibilidad de generar nuevas formas de precariedad. La tecnología también seguirá afectando 


las posibilidades de los profesores a través de la normalización de los modos de enseñanza 


asistidos por la tecnología. Esto, puede hacer que el papel de los profesores en el diseño de 


entornos de aprendizaje sea más emocionante y, al mismo tiempo, más abrumador. Sin 


embargo, los profesores nunca serán obsoletos: la mejor manera de compartir y regenerar el 


aprendizaje y los valores es a través de los seres humanos.  


 


3d. Elaboración de programas e itinerarios flexibles e inclusivos 


El aumento de la flexibilidad y la personalización en la organización de la enseñanza y el 


aprendizaje puede apoyar los conocimientos para el bien colectivo como parte de “un sistema 


que los quiere [a los alumnos]” (Smith). En 2050, los alumnos podrán personalizar sus 


experiencias de aprendizaje basándose en procesos y prácticas que sean flexibles y respondan 


a las necesidades únicas de los individuos. Deberían ofrecerse múltiples programas para 


garantizar la inclusión. Esto debería incluir también itinerarios más flexibles, que permitan 


múltiples puntos de entrada y salida y que combinen el estudio y el trabajo “de forma menos 


rígida que hoy” (Brunner). La colaboración entre las partes interesadas sería esencial: el 


movimiento flexible de estudiantes y profesores es clave para abrir la educación, así como para 


apoyar la colaboración profesional (Makoe). Una mayor flexibilidad “sólo puede tener éxito si 
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se enseña a los niños a convertirse en aprendices automotivados desde una edad temprana. 


Esta actitud debe ser impulsada por una profunda redefinición del plan de estudios desde una 


edad temprana” (Nath Varma), subrayando la existencia de la educación superior dentro de 


ecosistemas interconectados más amplios.   


A escala institucional, las IES deben reconocer, crear y aplicar múltiples formas de 


conocimiento para enseñar a los alumnos, de manera que se conviertan en ciudadanos 


comprometidos públicamente con responsabilidades cívicas, que estén preparados y 


motivados para aprender a lo largo de la vida. La flexibilidad sirve al propósito de abrir no sólo 


las disciplinas sino las instituciones, “para que el aprendizaje sea posible no sólo dentro de las 


diferentes facultades de la universidad, sino también fuera de sus instalaciones”, y de esta 


manera, propicie el “aprendizaje en convivencia” (Ruiz Bravo López). La apertura de la 


educación superior también apoya una mejor convivencia entre la educación superior y sus 


comunidades, al valorar los conocimientos y aprendizajes de, por ejemplo, las experiencias 


actualmente llamadas extracurriculares (Ruiz Bravo López). La flexibilidad también puede 


lograrse haciendo un uso eficaz de las tecnologías educativas para “facilitar los procesos de 


enseñanza y aprendizaje, que serán más creativos y prácticos” (Rukspollmuang). El aprendizaje 


en línea y semipresencial tiene otras ventajas, como “el aumento del acceso, el aprendizaje a 


un ritmo propio, la rápida recapacitación y el reequipamiento de los alumnos adultos, así como 


una mayor diversidad y portabilidad de la certificación mediante la microacreditación y la 


acreditación digital” (Beckles). 


 


3e. Evaluación y acreditación de los resultados del aprendizaje 


Las IES deben adaptar sus resultados y estructuras de evaluación para satisfacer las variadas 


necesidades de aprendizaje de sus alumnos más diversos, el impacto de la actual masificación 


de la educación superior y los cambios en la forma en que los alumnos demuestran sus 


conocimientos y habilidades. Los modelos actuales también se enfrentan a la perspectiva de 


hacer más hincapié en los valores y otros indicadores intangibles “que no se pueden medir” 


(Dzulkifli). Esto supondrá “un gran reto para la acreditación” (Rukspollmuang). La acreditación 


debe adaptarse para combinar sus mecanismos de garantía de calidad con la naturaleza 


siempre cambiante de las cualificaciones, una relación que sólo puede funcionar si se 
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encuentra el equilibrio adecuado entre flexibilidad y normas básicas. Repensar las estructuras 


de evaluación puede significar que lo que podría considerarse como “macrocertificados” (los 


actuales títulos de licenciatura, máster y doctorado) “pueden ser cada vez menos relevantes 


debido a su rápida obsolescencia y su carácter genérico y uniforme” (Brunner). La ampliación 


del aprendizaje permanente y la revisión de las cualificaciones también pueden crear espacios 


propicios que proporcionen a los alumnos las competencias necesarias para desenvolverse en 


nuevos entornos (Makoe).   


La probable continuación de los desajustes percibidos entre las habilidades de los graduados y 


las demandas del mercado laboral se une a la creciente incertidumbre en el mercado de 


trabajo y se ve desafiada aún más por las secuelas de la pandemia causada por la COVID-19 


(Mollis). Esto podría suponer la desvinculación entre el trabajo y las cualificaciones. Sin 


embargo, los legados del antiguo (actual) modelo pueden persistir durante algún tiempo. La 


formación de ciclo corto podría vincularse más estrechamente a las necesidades del mercado 


laboral local-nacional y los programas de licenciatura, en la medida en que sigan funcionando, 


podrían vincularse más estrechamente a las perspectivas globales-nacionales, organizándose 


más en torno a “temas” y “proyectos”, con un componente de aprendizaje a distancia a través 


de plataformas globales. Sería responsabilidad de las IES de cada país adaptar estos recursos y 


no limitarse a “recibirlos”, lo que implica acompañar y evaluar a los estudiantes durante su 


aprendizaje (Brunner). 


La automatización y otros aspectos del cambio sociotecnológico pueden aumentar la 


importancia del aprendizaje a lo largo de la vida en todos los sectores. Los rápidos avances en 


las tecnologías (por ejemplo, el aprendizaje en línea, la IA, la cadena de bloques) junto con el 


cambio demográfico de los estudiantes y la naturaleza cambiante del mundo del trabajo 


podrían dar lugar a cambios significativos en las credenciales y las vías de acceso. Esto puede 


llevar a un uso extensivo de “microcredenciales que podrían acelerar la entrada en el mundo 


laboral y permitir un aprendizaje continuo justo a tiempo” (Nath Varma). Esto podría hacerse 


en colaboración con los que se benefician de la educación superior, como los empresarios, y 


con los que se benefician indirectamente de un sistema de educación superior floreciente. 


Sería necesario adaptar los modelos de gobernanza a medida que las IES “se adaptan y 


repiensan” (Makoe) cómo dar cabida a estos cambios, especialmente para garantizar un 


acceso equitativo a los distintos grupos de alumnos desfavorecidos.  
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4. Crear y compartir conocimientos 


Así como el aprendizaje y la enseñanza seguirán siendo el centro de la educación superior, 


también lo será su papel en la creación y el intercambio de conocimientos. Los resultados y 


beneficios de la educación superior deben ser para todos, lo cual se analiza en la subsección 


sobre cómo (4a) producir conocimientos para el bien común. Una forma importante de 


incorporar múltiples formas de conocimiento en la educación superior es (4b) fundamentar 


conocimientos contextualmente relevantes. Las habilidades y capacidades de la educación 


superior para crear y compartir conocimientos se ven apoyadas y desafiadas por la tecnología, 


que se explora en la subsección (4c) sobre la reducción de la brecha digital. Aunque esta tarea 


no se diseñó como un ejercicio de mapeo, varios de los expertos expusieron ideas reflexivas y 


bien construidas que ayudan a (4d) imaginar modelos alternativos de organización del 


conocimiento. 


 


4a. Producir conocimientos para el bien común 


Los conocimientos deben ser reconocidos como un activo que debe ser dirigido para el bien 


común (Almeida-Filho), desafiando la actual distribución desigual de los conocimientos entre 


las regiones que se ve reforzada por mecanismos jerárquicos como las clasificaciones. La rápida 


secuenciación y posterior producción de vacunas contra el virus de la COVID-19, que fue 


posible gracias a “las largas raíces de las inversiones públicas interdisciplinarias y 


transfronterizas en la ciencia que se remontan en el tiempo” (Naidoo), ofrece un ejemplo 


contemporáneo de conocimientos producidos para el bien común. Sin embargo, esta 


evolución positiva ha puesto de manifiesto al mismo tiempo las “desigualdades globales 


existentes en la producción de conocimientos, la investigación y la innovación” (Manuh) en 


términos de acceso a la vacuna, así como el papel de los conocimientos indígenas sobre la 


curación y el bienestar que están fuera de las estructuras formales de educación superior. 


Además, las asociaciones entre la educación superior y las empresas privadas para producir las 


vacunas corren el riesgo de mercantilizar los conocimientos. En lugar de ser excluyentes, “un 


mayor número de opciones, en términos de desarrollo disciplinario múltiple de creación de 


conocimiento y crecimiento intelectual, contribuiría a mitigar las incertidumbres del presente 


y del futuro imaginado del mundo” (Assié-Lumumba).   
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El apoyo a los conocimientos para el bien común debería conducir a la diversificación de los 


grupos de personas que gestionan los sistemas de producción de conocimientos, como los 


editores de publicaciones especializadas. Mientras que las normas actuales se adaptan bien a 


los modelos económicos neoliberales, los académicos y los responsables políticos del futuro 


explorarán en colaboración un número cada vez mayor de “modos de producción” (Brunner) 


y formas de investigar y de compartirlos abiertamente. Se crearán formas alternativas y más 


flexibles de gobernanza a medida que las IES se transformen en instituciones más “ágiles y 


competitivas” (Beckles) y se incorporen “nuevos medios de gobernanza del conocimiento y de 


evaluación de la innovación” (Rizk). Los investigadores deberían trabajar juntos en todas las 


disciplinas, comprometidos con la sociedad y el bien común como objetivo. El intercambio de 


conocimientos se facilitaría con revistas multilingües y una traducción más frecuente de los 


trabajos al menos de media a una docena de grupos lingüísticos importantes.  


 


4b. Fundamentar los conocimientos pertinentes en el contexto 


En 2050, las IES deberán dialogar y comprometerse de forma más fructífera con el resto del 


mundo. Los conjuntos de conocimientos seguirán siendo importantes, pero sólo “cuando se 


sitúen en contextos” (Barnett). Por lo tanto, en lugar de crear conocimientos que sólo apoyen 


la “sed insaciable” de ganancias económicas (Sarango), las IES también crearán nuevos 


conocimientos que sirvan a las necesidades de los propios seres humanos y de la naturaleza. 


El reconocimiento de múltiples formas de conocimiento y un mayor uso de lenguas no inglesas 


pueden apoyar esta ambición. Los conocimientos contextualmente relevantes también 


ayudarán en los entornos en los que hay desconexiones entre lo que los estudiantes aprenden 


de los libros y artículos y los retos reales a los que se enfrentan en sus comunidades y 


sociedades. Todas las IES, y especialmente las que se encuentran en entornos que han sido 


históricamente relegados en el plan de estudios, no sólo adoptarán, sino que liderarán la 


producción tecnológica y de conocimiento localmente relevante.  


La investigación puede contribuir a “evitar que las comunidades vuelvan a caer en la pobreza, 


satisfacer las necesidades de mano de obra actuales y previstas en los países, encontrar 


soluciones innovadoras a los problemas de desarrollo más acuciantes y allanar el camino hacia 


paradigmas de desarrollo más equitativos” (Beckles). Una mayor relevancia contextual 
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también se derivaría de que la investigación pudiera alejarse del modelo actual en el que las 


comunidades y redes científicas están dominadas por un pequeño número de IES que 


históricamente han tenido el poder de definir las normas científicas e influir en los tipos de 


investigación que se realizan. Además, la pandemia causada por la COVID-19 ha “recordado a 


las instituciones que sus principales componentes están en el patio trasero y que las ideas 


originadas en el lugar proporcionan un rico contexto para el aprendizaje y para la transferencia 


de conocimientos a las comunidades y a la sociedad” (Smith). 


 


4c. Reducción de la brecha digital 


Con la expectativa de que “las tecnologías se impondrán a lo grande en todos los países” 


(Mittal), un mensaje importante para la educación superior en 2050 es “hacer lo posible para 


que la tecnología trabaje para nosotros y para que saquemos lo mejor de ella” (Majdoubeh). 


La educación superior debe guiar la tecnología y mantenerse a la vanguardia de la exploración 


y el descubrimiento de sus capacidades y limitaciones, imaginando de forma creativa cómo 


puede orientarse hacia el bien común. En 2050 puede que incluso hayamos llegado a una “era 


posdigital” (Rukspollmuang), en la que, más que hoy, las IES “no serán más que uno de los 


múltiples lugares de aprendizaje, que coexistirán con otras fuentes de adquisición de 


conocimientos, como las plataformas sociales en línea, la transmisión de audio interactiva por 


parte de la comunidad y los cursos a la carta ofrecidos de forma independiente por 


educadores, profesionales y artistas” (Rizk).  


Las tecnologías de alto nivel ya han alcanzado un desempleño en el que es posible compartir 


los sentimientos humanos y con la rápida pero disruptiva innovación que sigue avanzando, en 


el futuro se hace cada vez más importante mantener lo humano y el bien común en el centro 


de las aplicaciones de la tecnología para el desarrollo educativo. Hay que seguir estudiando las 


implicaciones de las innovaciones tecnológicas actuales, desde la inteligencia artificial a la 


robótica, pasando por la cadena de bloques o la computación cuántica, para el aprendizaje, las 


competencias y el empleo del futuro.9 Las instituciones de enseñanza superior deben 


“garantizar que la integración de las tecnologías en la educación esté bien respaldada” 


 
9 Al momento de escribir estas líneas, el IESALC está llevando a cabo un proyecto sobre inteligencia artificial y 
educación superior. 
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(Makoe), de modo que los estudiantes y los profesores sepan lo que significa realmente 


conectarse a Internet, si es que tienen acceso a la red, a los dispositivos o al espacio necesario 


para participar.  


El megacambio hacia la enseñanza y el aprendizaje en línea, inspirado por la pandemia, ha 


demostrado los efectos revolucionarios de la tecnología en la educación superior, los cuales 


seguirán siendo importantes en el futuro. Sin embargo, la promesa de la tecnología no es 


ilimitada. La rápida incorporación de las tecnologías de la información y la comunicación (TIC) 


durante la pandemia causada por la COVID-19 ha exigido un esfuerzo considerable a todo el 


personal de las IES, marcando el inicio de un nuevo cambio radical. Estos “rápidos avances en 


las TIC requieren tiempo para que la gente pueda emplearlos de forma eficaz y significativa” 


(Majdoubeh). Pero por cada problema que resuelve la tecnología, “el aislamiento social y la 


desconexión exponen otros problemas para los profesores y los alumnos” (Smith).  


La pandemia también ha puesto de manifiesto “la necesidad de reducir la brecha digital para 


que nadie se quede atrás” (Beckles). La educación superior debe abogar por el derecho a la 


conectividad, a un dispositivo y a una red para que la digitalización continua democratice el 


acceso y apoye mejores experiencias de educación superior. Nuevos modelos como el “centro 


de aprendizaje en red” podrían ayudar a mitigar las desigualdades en el acceso a Internet, 


apoyando al mismo tiempo el acceso a los conocimientos para todos (Rizk). La superación de 


las brechas digitales también requerirá la creación de sistemas y estructuras para la resiliencia 


(Makoe). La transición a las modalidades en línea ya está incluida en algunas estrategias 


regionales de desarrollo (por ejemplo, en el Caribe) y será adoptada en otras.  


En su papel clave como generadora y compartidora de conocimientos para el bien común 


global, la educación superior debe contribuir a la “creatividad, innovación y lucha [que] se está 


produciendo, para asegurar el software libre y abierto y la redistribución de Internet, lejos del 


control de las grandes corporaciones tecnológicas” (Manuh). Los materiales concebidos 


colectivamente y de libre acceso pueden contribuir a “crear un sistema mundial inclusivo de 


contenidos educativos en el que el conocimiento se construya de forma conjunta” y hacer 


realidad “una educación de código abierto disponible gratuitamente y sin barreras para los 


países más pobres” (Makoe). El conocimiento abierto no sólo mejora el acceso, sino que 


“también permite al individuo tener la capacidad de crear, modificar y utilizar la información y 


el conocimiento de forma personalizada” (Nath Varma). 
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4d. Imaginar modelos alternativos de la organización del conocimiento 


Aunque no está concebido como un ejercicio de mapeo, varios expertos proponen modelos 


reflexivos y bien construidos sobre cómo podrían ser los distintos tipos de organización del 


conocimiento en 2050.10  Estos ejemplos no se presentan aquí para promoverlos como los 


únicos modelos o las soluciones más adecuadas para todas las regiones, ni para pasar por alto 


la abundante reflexión sobre los modelos del futuro que ya está en marcha.11 En cambio, la 


intención es estimular la reflexión sobre cómo abordar concretamente las desigualdades 


actuales a través de la educación superior, cómo empezar a construir sistemas alternativos, y 


cómo esto, tanto por necesidad como por elección, será diferente entre las regiones. 


La “universidad africana universal” (Cross) es ante todo una institución orientada a los valores 


e integrada en la sociedad. En su “visión, misión y objetivos, así como en su inserción en la 


sociedad, [se] orienta por los valores del humanismo, la justicia social, la integridad académica 


y la responsabilidad social”. Se compromete críticamente con el mundo, se fundamenta en sus 


raíces históricas, pero no está atada a ellas. Es a la vez universal y africana: “afirma la 


singularidad a través de la mediación de lo universal y afirma lo universal a través de la 


mediación de las singularidades”, tomando “conciencia de su inserción africana en el mundo 


globalizado” (Cross). 


El “centro de aprendizaje en red” (Rizk) tiene como núcleo a las universidades, que trabajan 


en colaboración con comunidades en línea, bibliotecas, empresas, grupos de la sociedad civil, 


etc. Los centros pueden ser financiados tanto por los gobiernos como por el sector privado. Un 


sistema freemium que prevé un financiamiento público y privado que garantice el acceso 


gratuito al conocimiento, complementado con pagos opcionales de los alumnos por servicios 


específicos o añadidos. Los centros utilizan recursos educativos abiertos “cumpliendo la 


promesa de que el conocimiento es un bien público no rival cuyo valor aumenta al 


compartirse”, salvando la brecha digital y promoviendo la inclusión. El contenido se racionaliza 


 
10 Para una descripción más completa de estos modelos, consulte las notas conceptuales 
(https://www.iesalc.unesco.org/los-futuros-de-la-educacion-superior/consultas-a-los-expertos/) y otras 
publicaciones de los expertos. 
11 Por ejemplo, el amplio marco propuesto en África 2063 (https://au.int/en/agenda2063/overview).  
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en línea a través de múltiples formas y se ofrece a los destinatarios más allá de los “muros” de 


la universidad (Rizk). 


El “paradigma educativo de los Abya Yala” (Sarango) no es tanto un modelo organizativo como 


una visión o experiencia del mundo que reúne paradigmas diversos pero coordinados. No está 


arraigado en las teorías individuales de una sola persona.” Surgido del Abya Yala (el continente 


americano), el paradigma es “radicalmente diferente del paradigma de civilización del mundo 


occidental, pero comparte ciertos puntos en común con los paradigmas de civilización de los 


mundos oriental y africano”. El núcleo es la noción de que “los seres humanos (tanto hombres 


como mujeres) aprenden, al realizarse en comunidad, de la vida, con la vida y para la vida” 


(Sarango) 


El “laboratorio vivo para la sostenibilidad” (Otieno) acerca la educación superior a las 


necesidades de las comunidades y sociedades que la rodean. Se centra en la sostenibilidad y 


en el cumplimiento de los Objetivos de Desarrollo Sostenible.12 La educación sobre el cambio 


climático se integra en la enseñanza y en el aprendizaje interdisciplinarios. El laboratorio 


viviente apoya a los profesores con recursos y formación para permitir la transición a un “plan 


de estudios ecológico”. A su vez, los estudiantes se preparan para los “empleos ecológicos” en 


una “economía ecológica”. Las IES “sirven de motor de la sostenibilidad transformadora para 


alcanzar los objetivos de desarrollo sostenible” (Otieno). 


La “universidad ecológica” (Barnett) está “más conectada, externa e internamente, con los 


ecosistemas con los que está enfrascada”. Conecta intencionadamente ocho ecosistemas, en 


torno a los cuales construye su misión y encuentra su propósito: el conocimiento, las 


instituciones sociales, la naturaleza, la economía, la cultura, las personas, el aprendizaje y la 


política. La universidad ecológica desarrolla la transdisciplinariedad en la organización de la 


enseñanza y el aprendizaje. El papel de los profesores es “establecer situaciones pedagógicas 


tales que los estudiantes lleguen a asumir amplias perspectivas y generen su propia voluntad 


de seguir adelante”; se debe apoyar a los estudiantes para “formar y llevar a cabo 


espontáneamente sus propios juicios, en el pensamiento y en la acción” (Barnett). 


 


 
12 https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/es/objetivos-de-desarrollo-sostenible/ 
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5. Generar fuerza en la diversidad 


Esta sección considera cómo podría organizarse la educación superior con base en el mensaje 


fundamental de que su fuerza reside en la diversidad. No sólo se mira hacia el futuro, sino que 


también se aborda la dominación histórica externa, así como los legados traídos y los riesgos 


actuales de la homogeneización global. La educación superior debe trabajar en (5a) adoptar 


formas plurales de conocer y hacer. La diversidad existe en múltiples formas y la educación 


superior debe considerar cómo (5b) responder a los diversos alumnos mediante el apoyo y la 


eliminación de las barreras que pueden impedirles el acceso a la educación superior. La 


diversidad también puede apoyarse a través de (5c) la valoración de los diversos ámbitos 


institucionales, especialmente si el acceso a la educación superior sigue ampliándose. El papel 


fundamental de las IES en (5d) la creación de espacios de diálogo -tanto físicos como virtuales- 


puede reforzar los compromisos de la educación superior con la diversidad. 


 


5a. Abrazar formas plurales de conocer y hacer 


Hablar de formas plurales de conocer y hacer abarca “la realidad diversa del mundo en que 


vivimos... la diversidad natural de la especie humana, la flora y la fauna, y todas las diferentes 


lógicas que rigen el mundo vivo, y, por lo tanto, todas sus diferentes teorías y formas de 


conocimiento...” (Sarango). Esto significa no sólo reconocer la diversidad, sino llevar las 


diferentes formas de ver el mundo a una mejor relación con los demás, engendrando 


compasión y comprensión. Significa un papel para todos y todas las regiones. Significa una 


educación superior en la que las personas se vean representadas. Significa celebrar las formas 


del conocimiento y la experiencia práctica que han sido tradicionalmente excluidas, y no 


“subestimar las heterogeneidades culturales y las desigualdades sociales” que se han heredado 


(Mollis). La descolonización epistemológica se convierte así en un punto de partida para la 


redistribución del poder y el redescubrimiento de las identidades humanas y para entender de 


forma diferente las funciones y el trabajo de las IES (Cross). En el camino hacia la pluralización 


de la educación superior habrá mucho que hacer para desalojar el predominio actual de ciertos 


saberes.    


En las formas de conocer y hacer de la educación superior, esto se expresará, entre otras 


acciones, mediante el “pluralismo pedagógico” (Sarango), el multilingüismo por defecto, la 
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diversificación de las redacciones de las publicaciones y el respeto a la educación superior 


impartida por diferentes tipos de IES. Se debe terminar con el enfoque de las prácticas (como 


la internacionalización) donde el modelo único diseñado por el Norte global se ha convertido 


en norma. De este modo, las diferentes formas de conocimiento se relacionarían mejor entre 


sí para trabajar por una mayor difusión de la alfabetización y la cultura, la ciencia y la 


tecnología. Al integrar los diferentes conocimientos, grupos y culturas, se forman “personas 


empáticas” que respetan los diferentes conocimientos y reconocen sus límites. Esto ayudará a 


mejorar la inclusión y la diversidad y a desterrar los estereotipos y, con el tiempo, la 


discriminación (Ruiz Bravo López). 


 


5b. Responder a la diversidad de alumnos  


El acceso a la educación superior se ha incrementado de forma exponencial en todo el mundo. 


De cara a 2050 y más allá, todavía hay un amplio margen para que la educación superior siga 


extendiéndose, especialmente en determinadas regiones (por ejemplo, África). Se espera que 


la mitad de la población mundial asista a alguna forma de educación superior, y que esta se 


imparta en una combinación de modalidades presenciales, semipresenciales y en línea. La 


flexibilidad de la enseñanza y el aprendizaje en línea también puede “involucrar a otros 


miembros de la comunidad, por ejemplo, las mujeres en el hogar, los residentes de zonas 


remotas y los trabajadores que necesitan volver a capacitarse” (Rizk). A medida que la 


demanda de educación superior sigue creciendo y diversificándose, es importante considerar 


“cómo se debe responder a estas demandas de profesionalización y empleabilidad sin dejar de 


lado la formación humanística, el espíritu crítico, la ética y la búsqueda del bien común” (Ruiz 


Bravo López). También se debe prestar atención al impacto de los sistemas de alta 


participación, ya que es posible que “el valor posicional de las credenciales de la educación 


superior sea menor de lo que se espera actualmente, ya que estarán ampliamente disponibles” 


(Kwiek). 


También se plantea la cuestión de para qué se matriculan realmente más estudiantes en la 


educación superior y cómo garantizar que los que no tienen educación superior no queden 


excluidos. La educación superior no sólo debe acoger la diversidad, sino también responder a 


ella. Esto significa que las instituciones de educación superior y los gobiernos deben esforzarse 
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por atraer y retener a los estudiantes indígenas, de minorías étnicas, refugiados y/o 


procedentes de grupos marginados o desatendidos (por ejemplo, zonas rurales, personas con 


menos medios económicos), de manera que no tengan que desprenderse de sus culturas y 


experiencias ni renunciar a su identidad: se trata de “una especie de violencia que debe cesar” 


(Ruiz Bravo López). Significa abordar los “efectos negativos en la matriculación de los jóvenes13 


pobres, refugiados, indocumentados o marginados de otra manera” (Tibbitts) y el impacto que 


esto tiene en la inclusión y la diversidad que se deriva del creciente costo de la educación 


superior, que se traslada a los estudiantes y sus familias. 


Una respuesta más diversa a los alumnos también amplía las oportunidades para que estos 


den forma a sus propias experiencias de educación superior. Deben “disponer de los medios 


necesarios para formarse y perseguir espontáneamente sus propios juicios, en el pensamiento 


y en la acción” (Barnett). Los estudiantes pueden expresar su deseo de que se impartan 


determinados cursos y cualificaciones y de que se modifiquen los contenidos y las 


competencias de los programas existentes (Otieno). Pueden ser defensores de una mejor 


conectividad, especialmente en los países en los que la brecha digital ya está marcada. Los 


estudiantes diversos deben tener la confianza necesaria para poder abogar por un cambio 


positivo no sólo para ellos mismos, sino para el mundo.  


 


5c. Valorar la diversidad de ámbitos institucionales 


“El principal objetivo de la prestación de servicios de educación superior será preparar a toda 


la población para la vida futura” (Liu). En un contexto de acceso generalizado a la educación 


superior, las IES pueden hacer que su oferta académica sea más completa, más diversa y más 


flexible para satisfacer las demandas de más personas. Para atender estas diversas demandas, 


puede ser necesario que las instituciones de educación superior se centren en diferentes 


objetivos. La diversidad institucional puede abarcar a las universidades de investigación de alto 


nivel, a las IES de ámbito local centradas en el desarrollo económico y social y a las escuelas de 


formación profesional de nivel superior con estrechos vínculos con las demandas de la 


economía (Liu). La definición de IES de la UNESCO (véase el Glosario) coincide con el apoyo de 


los expertos a las instituciones innovadoras, ya sean llamadas universidades, institutos 


 
13 No solo los jóvenes, sino los estudiantes de todas las edades. 
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tecnológicos, institutos universitarios o reciban otros nombres. La adopción de esta diversidad 


institucional también permitiría una mayor flexibilidad y agilidad en los tipos de cualificaciones 


que ofrece la educación superior. Aunque los expertos apoyan la diversidad de la oferta de 


educación superior, que también daría cabida a una mayor población estudiantil, si se 


mantiene la estratificación institucional se corre el riesgo de una mayor exclusión de los 


estudiantes e IES y también se pueden aumentar, en lugar de reducir, las jerarquías globales 


existentes. 


A medida que las instituciones diversifiquen su organización y su oferta, es posible que el 


número de IES en todo el mundo sólo aumente moderadamente. Algunas proyecciones 


apuntan a un aumento gradual de la estratificación vertical de las IES en las próximas décadas, 


lo que sería una continuación de las tendencias existentes (Kwiek). Esto dibuja un panorama 


ligeramente distinto para la diferenciación, tanto dentro de los estados como a escala 


internacional, entre una minoría de instituciones de prestigio de alto costo orientadas a la 


investigación y una mayoría de IES orientadas a la enseñanza con capacidad para absorber la 


masificación en curso de la educación superior. Esto puede tener algunos efectos positivos, 


por ejemplo, mejorar la calidad de la enseñanza con una mayor atención a la carrera docente 


y acabar con la actual proliferación de publicaciones que producen artículos cada vez más 


especializados (Kwiek). Sin embargo, esta tendencia a la estratificación puede reforzarse a sí 


misma, ya que un pequeño número de IES de élite puede producir más (en citas, publicaciones, 


colaboración internacional, financiamiento de la investigación, oportunidades de titularidad, 


reconocimiento académico, etc.) y, a su vez, generar y regenerar la exclusividad. Esto sería 


contrario a los sistemas de educación superior que valoran realmente la diversidad 


institucional y podría debilitar, en lugar de fortalecer, la educación superior. 


 


5d. Crear espacios de diálogo 


Al centrarse en la creación de espacios para el análisis crítico y el diálogo, la educación superior 


puede hacer frente a la tendencia de algunas regiones donde ciertos movimientos juegan con 


el miedo, la hipercompetencia y la desinformación y donde ya existe un capitalismo 


depredador. Estos se unen para aumentar la división y la violencia. No se trata de cerrar o 


universalizar lo que se puede decir, sino de crear espacios “para un verdadero diálogo de 
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saberes con equidad epistémica” (Sarango), oportunidades deliberativas para llegar a los 


“cínicos y desilusionados” (Naidoo). Estos espacios permitirán a las IES dialogar entre sí, así 


como integrar la educación superior en su entorno. A su vez, esto puede ayudar a la educación 


superior a recuperar “el espacio sociocomunitario para priorizar las políticas públicas 


transformadoras” (Almeida-Filho) y cambiar las actitudes de la sociedad hacia la educación 


superior. Este enfoque deliberado también permite a la educación superior mantenerse firme 


a la hora de defender la criticidad del conocimiento y la experiencia, no sujeta a las mismas 


presiones políticas que los gobiernos, y ayudar al mundo en general a hacer frente a la 


imprevisibilidad.  


La COVID-19 ha puesto de manifiesto la importancia de las conexiones personales y sociales, 


para las que la educación superior puede crear un espacio tanto físico como virtual. Si bien el 


aprendizaje en línea ha demostrado cómo se puede aprovechar el potencial de la tecnología 


para que la educación superior pueda llegar a más personas en más lugares, es poco probable 


que los espacios físicos que habitan las IES desaparezcan, especialmente si las actuales brechas 


digitales persisten en el futuro. Además, el hecho de estar físicamente en el campus abre 


oportunidades para las interacciones sociales planificadas y no planificadas que las IES pueden 


desarrollar, dando cabida a experiencias de creación de redes entre los estudiantes y entre las 


instituciones. Pueden surgir formas alternativas de utilizar los espacios de la educación 


superior, por ejemplo, en cuanto a quién utiliza el espacio (alumnos, empresas, sociedad civil, 


etc.), y en cuanto a cómo y cuándo los alumnos utilizan el espacio físico de la IES en 


comparación con su presencia virtual. 


 


6. Compromiso con el alma y la solidaridad 


En esta sección se exponen las formas en que la educación superior se compromete y cumple 


sus compromisos. El concepto de (6a) asumir la responsabilidad académica abarca varios 


principios para dirigir la educación superior en los próximos años. Se trata de formas orientadas 


a los valores en las que la educación superior podría trabajar para lograr sus propósitos. La 


educación superior a nivel del sistema y de las instituciones debe organizarse en torno a 


determinados valores o, como dijo un experto, (6b) proporcionar “una educación con alma” 


(Dzulkifli). Impulsada por estos valores “con alma”, la educación superior puede permanecer y 
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actuar conjuntamente en (6c) responder colectivamente a los desafíos globales, dar forma a 


los mundos que la rodean (6d), elevar su voz en el entorno global y reconsiderar su 


compromiso a través de las regiones (6e), persiguiendo una internacionalización mutuamente 


inclusiva.  


 


6a. Asumir la responsabilidad académica 


El concepto de responsabilidad académica engloba varios principios para dirigir la educación 


superior “dentro de un nuevo horizonte de posibilidades informado por una mayor 


responsabilidad epistemológica, política y moral” (Cross). Amplía algunos conceptos 


existentes, por ejemplo, añadiendo a las nociones establecidas de libertad académica la de 


libertad epistémica. Esto reconoce múltiples formas de conocimiento y destierra el 


eurocentrismo inherente a los debates sobre la libertad académica. No obstante, las IES deben 


permanecer alerta ante las “amenazas a la libertad académica y a la autonomía de los 


académicos y de las instituciones públicas, que seguirán existiendo” (Manuh). Las IES 


“asumirían plenamente su deber cívico de contribuir a sociedades más pacíficas y justas” 


(Tibbitts), demostrando “honestidad intelectual, integridad, humildad y trabajo duro” al 


servicio de la humanización de la educación (Rizk). 


La responsabilidad académica también incluye las normas a las que debe atenerse la educación 


superior a través de valores como la integridad académica. También se trata de respetar los 


conocimientos desde diferentes perspectivas, especialmente entre los actores que 


actualmente dominan la producción de conocimiento. La responsabilidad académica consiste 


en frenar el desplazamiento de las IES de su misión y entorno, el cual ha provocado el afán por 


figurar en las clasificaciones mundiales. Para 2050, la educación superior debería haber 


superado el actual frenesí de las clasificaciones, que ha impuesto una serie de distorsiones en 


la forma de realizar y financiar la investigación, lo que ha conducido a la hiperespecialización, 


el individualismo en la investigación y las limitaciones metodológicas. En cambio, la educación 


superior debe “repensar la contribución de la universidad a la sociedad a través de diferentes 


áreas como la docencia y la responsabilidad social, yendo más allá de las calificaciones y las 


publicaciones en revistas especializadas” (Ruiz Bravo López).  
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Las IES académicamente responsables serían valoradas por su capacidad de respuesta a los 


grandes retos mundiales y por la cooperación, la integración, la inclusión, la atención y el 


civismo. También se les valoraría por la forma en que abordan el impacto de estas cuestiones 


globales transversales a escala local y adaptan su oferta para “adecuarse a las necesidades y 


contextos locales específicos” (Tibbitts). Centrarse en la responsabilidad académica es un 


esfuerzo institucional y colectivo que puede hacer que la educación superior abandone la 


actual senda de la competencia y pase a tener un auténtico potencial igualador, lo que también 


podría “crear nuevos espacios de libertad para que los académicos, las organizaciones de la 


sociedad civil y otros reflexionen y transformen su entorno” (Mollis). Por lo tanto, trabaja en 


múltiples niveles: responsabilidad como parte integral de las comunidades locales y nacionales 


y responsabilidad como parte de un pacto global. 


 


6b. Ofrecer una educación con alma 


Valores como el respeto, la empatía, la igualdad y la solidaridad deberían constituir la base de 


las futuras IES y de sus misiones. En otras palabras, una “educación con alma” que “prepare a 


los alumnos no sólo para la subsistencia, sino para la vida” (Dzulkifli), apoyándolos “para que 


sean mejores ciudadanos, más conscientes de sus responsabilidades cívicas y 


medioambientales” (Gacel-Ávila). Los alumnos deben ser tolerantes, independientemente de 


las identidades de género, las preferencias sexuales, la clase, el idioma, la etnia y otros 


marcadores que a menudo describen o definen a las personas y que también son divisivos. Se 


necesitan pensadores críticos para contrarrestar los prejuicios y las noticias falsas (Ruiz Bravo 


López). En este tipo de educación superior basada en valores, no hay distinción entre lo que 


ocurre dentro y fuera del aula. La educación que engloba este tipo de valores va más allá de 


los límites de las aulas y de las salas virtuales, está en constante evolución en cuanto a su 


contenido y capacita al individuo para ser mejor. Apoya a los alumnos para que lleven adelante 


un sólido sistema de valores que equilibre los valores internos y externos, permitiéndoles a su 


vez cambiar su entorno y trabajar por una humanidad común. “En una palabra, se tratará de 


uBuntu”, la comprensión de que la noción de existencia y bienestar colectivos, tal y como se 


recoge en la afirmación africana del ethos colectivo en “Yo soy porque nosotros somos”, debe 


tomarse en serio y de forma coherente (Assié-Lumumba). 
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La educación superior impulsada por los valores discutidos en este informe no es solo para los 


estudiantes, sino que se integrará en todas las funciones de las instituciones de educación 


superior (IES) porque “hay espacio para un sistema de educación superior que se construye 


sobre el valor del amor por el planeta, por la humanidad y otras entidades y debe trabajar para 


producir felicidad y bienestar” (Smith). En todo el sistema debería hacerse hincapié en la 


defensa de los derechos humanos y las libertades fundamentales, la prevención de la violencia 


y los abusos contra los seres humanos, la protección de las minorías étnicas y los grupos más 


vulnerables, así como la conservación del medio ambiente. Siguiendo esta línea de 


pensamiento, la educación superior podría contribuir a la tolerancia, a la disminución de los 


conflictos y a la paz mundial. Las IES deben ser espacios que apoyen y creen sociedades civiles 


y democráticas. Aunque tecnologías como la inteligencia artificial y la analítica del alumno 


desempeñarán un papel en los futuros sistemas de educación superior, debe prestarse 


atención a las cuestiones éticas en su diseño y despliegue. Los avances tecnológicos en la 


educación superior deben estar sujetos a los mismos valores y utilizarse al servicio de los fines 


humanos y del bien común. 


 


6c. Responder colectivamente a los retos mundiales 


La COVID-19 es emblemática de los desafíos globales que seguirán siendo relevantes en el 


horizonte de 2050. La pandemia nos está enseñando de una manera sin precedentes: “como 


en ningún otro momento, la humanidad ha aprendido el significado de un destino compartido, 


en la enfermedad y en la salud” (Rizk). En la miseria y los trastornos, la pandemia ha “creado 


solidaridades temporales” (Manuh), no sólo a escala mundial sino también local. La pandemia 


de la COVID-19 ha demostrado tanto la falta como la mayor necesidad de cooperación mundial 


en materia de investigación, innovación y mejora de las capacidades científicas. Las respuestas 


a desafíos globales como éste serán el centro de la cooperación internacional, respaldada por 


valores de integridad y de acceso equitativo que también deberían reflejarse en la forma de 


dirigir y gobernar las IES.  


La educación superior (y la ciencia) pueden desempeñar un papel clave en la “construcción de 


la conciencia cultural y la competencia global y en el mantenimiento de las comunicaciones 


globales “densas” necesarias para construir una sociedad mundial nueva y estable” 
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(Marginson). Dado que las “actuales estructuras estatales y la maquinaria multilateral no 


pueden hacer frente a esto” (Marginson), la educación superior debe seguir cooperando para 


avanzar en los grandes retos más allá de lo que puede resolver la investigación por sí sola. Las 


respuestas colectivas implicarán a los actores de la educación superior, los responsables 


políticos, los profesionales, los empresarios, los ecologistas, los tecnólogos, los agricultores y 


los defensores de los derechos civiles, entre otros. El “ethos colectivo debe ser afirmado como 


relevante o como signo de civilización para el futuro” (Assié-Lumumba); el bienestar colectivo 


debe ser abrazado como “contingente a la interdependencia y abriendo las puertas para un 


nuevo marco institucional hacia el desarrollo de las capacidades humanas en el futuro” (Assié-


Lumumba). 


Las instituciones de enseñanza superior deben estar a la vanguardia de la lucha contra la crisis 


climática, tanto en su función de producción de conocimientos y de incubación y transferencia 


de tecnología como en la integración de la educación sobre el cambio climático en el 


aprendizaje, en lo que respecta a las competencias técnicas y a la promoción de la conciencia 


y las responsabilidades mundiales. Los campus pueden ser más adaptables y “conscientes del 


medio ambiente” (Mittal). La educación superior debe hacer más hincapié en las múltiples 


dimensiones de la sostenibilidad, no sólo la medioambiental sino también la económica y la 


social, y puede integrar “nuevas modalidades de aprendizaje, como aquel basado en 


proyectos, en la comunidad y en el servicio” (Rukspollmuang). Como señaló un experto, la 


Educación para el Desarrollo Sostenible de la UNESCO14 ofrece un marco en torno al cual la 


educación superior puede crear capacidades para el “crecimiento ecológico y las habilidades 


de sostenibilidad” (Otieno) en el futuro. Las IES pueden desarrollar una formación avanzada 


para “descarbonizar el mundo y proteger otros objetivos de sostenibilidad” (Naidoo). El 


carácter transversal de las cuestiones climáticas exigirá una mayor colaboración 


interdisciplinaria dentro y entre las IES, así como nuevas sinergias con la industria. La 


reorientación de la educación y la formación hacia el cambio climático y los temas de 


sostenibilidad más amplios apoyarán el cambio hacia una economía más sostenible e inclusiva, 


además de proporcionar y crear un trabajo significativo. 


 


 
14 https://es.unesco.org/themes/educacion-desarrollo-sostenible 
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6d. Alzar la voz en la escena mundial 


Los años de intensos procesos de globalización seguirán dejando su huella en la educación 


superior en 2050: a pesar del auge de los movimientos populistas neonazis en algunas 


regiones, el mundo está entrelazado y la educación superior está en el centro del pensamiento 


y la actividad transfronterizos. Hay que prestar atención a las formas en que la educación 


superior puede ser emancipadora en un mundo globalizado desigual, cómo puede “sanar las 


crecientes fracturas que dividen a la humanidad” (Naidoo) y desarrollar respuestas colectivas. 


El poder de la educación superior para dar forma a un discurso global se ha puesto de 


manifiesto de forma convincente en movimientos como “Rhodes Must Fall” (Rhodes debe 


caer), un poderoso movimiento estudiantil que cobró vida a través y desde la educación 


superior y que ha sido fundamental para abogar por el cambio de las culturas institucionales y 


los planes de estudio, así como para sacar a relucir “la dinámica global de protesta contra los 


sistemas arraigados de opresión y la exclusión legitimada de individuos y grupos” (Assié-


Lumumba). La educación superior tiene voz en la escena mundial y, como institución social, la 


responsabilidad de utilizarla para un cambio positivo. 


El poder de convocatoria de la educación superior a través de actos de solidaridad 


internacional, así como de alianzas y asociaciones formales, tiene un potencial sin explotar, no 


para sustituir las formas existentes de multilateralismo sino para reforzarlas. La base de datos 


mundial de la educación superior, apoyada por la UNESCO15, ha registrado casi 20.000 IES en 


196 países; otras estimaciones sitúan esta cifra global en cerca de 30.000. Aunque distribuido 


y dotado de forma desigual, este vasto alcance global podría ser en sí mismo una fuerza que 


apoye la educación como un bien común global, proporcionando estructuras de gobierno más 


allá de estado-nación, y “reconociendo el conocimiento como un activo económico y 


geopolítico que debe ser dirigido para el bien común” (Almeida-Filho). En este escenario global, 


la educación superior puede colaborar con la ONU y hacerla responsable de los Objetivos de 


Desarrollo Sostenible, al tiempo que apoya objetivos más exigentes para la educación superior 


en la agenda posterior a 2030. Para desempeñar este papel, la educación superior debe tener 


la capacidad y la voluntad de adoptar una postura y alzar la voz.  


 


 
15 https://www.whed.net/home.php 
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6e. Perseguir una internacionalización mutuamente inclusiva 


La pandemia causada por la COVID-19 ha sido un “punto de inflexión con importantes efectos 


para el futuro de la internacionalización, convirtiéndose en una oportunidad para reexaminar 


sus valores, objetivos, estrategias y prioridades” (Gacel-Ávila). Las formas actuales de 


internacionalización deben ser cuestionadas y puestas en tela de juicio con el fin de trastornar 


el elitismo de la movilidad de los estudiantes, las justificaciones económicas, las desigualdades 


causadas por la fuga de cerebros y los modelos homogeneizadores actualmente dominantes. 


Hay que afirmar que los valores y principios de la internacionalización promueven el 


aprendizaje intercultural, la cooperación interinstitucional basada en el beneficio mutuo, la 


solidaridad, el respeto mutuo y la asociación justa. Una mayor internacionalización puede 


apoyar un “fuerte compromiso internacional” (Majdoubeh), pero “el acceso a sus beneficios 


debe aumentar drásticamente” (Gacel-Ávila).  A medida que se generaliza la pluralidad en las 


formas de conocer y hacer, los conocimientos procedentes de diferentes culturas y 


experiencias deberían valorarse más y las asociaciones entre las IES y los países deberían ser 


más genuinamente mutuas.  


En el camino hacia una mayor reciprocidad, “las grandes universidades de renombre deberían 


ofrecer la creación de redes con universidades de países menos desarrollados como requisito 


obligatorio para que los estudiantes de las regiones menos desarrolladas no se queden atrás y 


para que el mundo se beneficie de las habilidades y conocimientos de una red más amplia de 


estudiantes” (Nath Varma). Esto puede extenderse a los planes de estudio globales, diseñados 


para tener un alcance universal y abarcar perspectivas de diversas partes del mundo. El 


desarrollo continuo de la comunicación mejorada por la tecnología también puede aumentar 


la diversidad en cuanto a los estudiantes y los métodos de acumulación de créditos y cursos. 


Los estudiantes internacionales del futuro deberían poder elegir cursos de diferentes IES de 


todo el mundo y vivir así experiencias intelectualmente estimulantes a través de nuevas formas 


de movilidad estudiantil, “incluyendo el movimiento entre la educación basada en el campus y 


la modalidad en línea, el movimiento entre los programas basados en habilidades y los 


programas formales de licenciatura y el movimiento entre las universidades [nacionales] y las 


extranjeras” (Mittal).  


Para que estas iniciativas de internacionalización sean un éxito y no se produzcan a costa de la 


calidad, “deben desarrollarse normas transfronterizas” (Marginson). Las iniciativas regionales 
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también pueden ayudar a respaldar los conocimientos y las estructuras organizativas locales, 


basándose en las experiencias de los programas ya en marcha16 que trabajan en “la 


armonización de las normas educativas y el reconocimiento mutuo de las cualificaciones 


académicas y profesionales... ampliando la movilidad estudiantil y académica... [incluyendo] la 


investigación global, el desarrollo y la transferencia de tecnología, la innovación y la producción 


de conocimientos” (Manuh).  


 


7. Pensar más allá de los límites: oportunidades y retos en los caminos 
hacia 2050 


El objetivo de este informe ha sido aprender, compartir y sintetizar los amplios conocimientos 


y los puntos de vista, a menudo divergentes, expuestos por 25 expertos mundiales en 


educación superior, captados en un momento determinado a principios de 2021.  


Este informe es la presentación de la UNESCO-IESALC a la Comisión Internacional sobre los 


Futuros de la Educación y, como tal, los mensajes clave que se transmiten a la comisión se 


reiteran en esta sección final. Está diseñado para ser leído como un informe independiente 


sobre los resultados de la primera fase del proyecto Futuros de la educación superior del 


IESALC. Las fases subsiguientes de Futuros de la educación superior tendrán como fundamento 


los resultados de esta fase y se conectarán con ellos. 


La síntesis presentada en este informe no es un proyecto de educación superior para 2050. No 


capta todas las posibilidades, los riesgos ni los desafíos que pueden presentarse en el futuro y, 


aunque tiene un alcance global, el informe no pretende abarcar todas las perspectivas y 


contextos mundiales. En cambio, se han planteado múltiples ideas, posibilidades y propuestas 


para el futuro de la educación superior. El informe se centra en la configuración futura de los 


fines de la educación superior, en sus funciones en cuanto debe ser diseñada para que todos 


 
16 Por ejemplo, la UNESCO cuenta con seis convenios regionales para los Estados africanos, los Estados árabes, 
Asia y el Pacífico, Europa, América Latina y el Caribe y la región Mediterránea y en 2019 puso en marcha el primer 
Convenio Mundial sobre Reconocimiento de Cualificaciones relativas a la Educación Superior. 
https://en.unesco.org/themes/higher-education/recognition-qualifications/conventions-recommendations  
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puedan crear y compartir conocimientos y en las formas en que puede lograr sus misiones 


mediante la fuerza de la diversidad y comprometiéndose con el alma y con solidaridad.  


Los mensajes clave de este grupo de expertos a la Comisión Internacional sobre los Futuros de 


la Educación se presentaron en cuatro amplias declaraciones sobre los futuros de la educación 


superior. En esta visión colectiva, la educación superior: 


Asume la responsabilidad activa de nuestra humanidad común 


 Abre y desarrolla el potencial de todos los seres humanos. 


 Afronta los riesgos y tiende puentes entre el tiempo, las personas y los lugares. 


 Defiende los conocimientos y las formas de conocer como un bien común global. 


Promueve el bienestar y la sostenibilidad  


 Se orienta hacia la justicia, la solidaridad y los derechos humanos. 


 Apoya un proyecto de vida que fortalece a las personas, sus familias, las 


comunidades y la humanidad. 


 Actúa y se organiza de forma ética, sostenible y responsable. 


Se nutre de la diversidad intercultural y epistémica 


 Respeta las culturas e identidades, ya sean colectivas, institucionales o personales. 


 Crea espacios de reflexión y diálogo. 


 Realiza comparaciones de buena fe, sin imponer ni implicar homogeneidad. 


Defiende y crea interconexiones a múltiples niveles 


 Forja colaboraciones entre personas, grupos y comunidades locales y globales.  


 Mantiene los vínculos entre las IES, los niveles de educación y el aprendizaje formal 


e informal. 


 Relaciona a los humanos con otros humanos, con los no humanos, con la Tierra y con 


el universo 
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La consecución de estos ideales no será fácil, ni deberá alcanzarse de forma singular. En estas 


afirmaciones y en los contenidos expuestos en este informe de síntesis hay una serie de 


tensiones y obstáculos que pueden dificultar el camino hacia el futuro previsto de la educación 


superior. Algunos de estos retos abordados en el informe son:  


 El factor actualmente dominante de competencia y estratificación interinstitucional y 


sistémica choca con las futuras nociones de la educación superior como un bien público 


accesible para todos y que valora diversos ámbitos institucionales.  


 La identificación de que la flexibilidad y la personalización del aprendizaje podrían ampliar 


el acceso a la educación superior contrasta con la estandarización de los programas e 


itinerarios, la cual facilitaría una mayor movilidad y apoyaría la garantía de calidad.  


 A pesar de los avances en la apertura del acceso a la educación superior y la diversificación 


de quiénes, cuándo y cómo lo pueden experimentar, “el conocimiento no ha liberado a la 


mayor parte de la población mundial” (Smith), lo que afecta las perspectivas de futuro 


para aliviar importantes desigualdades y jerarquías. 


 La tecnología podría democratizar el acceso al conocimiento y hacer que la educación 


superior esté disponible mucho más allá del campus, pero las brechas digitales entre los 


estados y dentro de ellos y los efectos negativos de la eliminación de toda interacción en 


persona demuestran que hay tantas amenazas como limitaciones en la integración de la 


tecnología en la educación superior.  


 La necesidad de que las IES se unan para hacerse oír en el ámbito mundial y para responder 


colectivamente a los desafíos globales corre el riesgo de pasar por alto las funciones vitales 


de la educación superior en los asuntos locales y como parte de las comunidades locales. 


Navegar por los caminos hacia 2050 debería incorporar más estudios y planificación para tratar 


los temas que ya se conocen, así como los que puedan surgir en las fases futuras del proyecto 


Futuros de la educación superior o en las rutas que se avecinan. Además, como lo recalcaron 


los expertos, es imposible imaginar el futuro si no se comprenden y problematizan también las 


experiencias del presente. Igualmente, debe haber un reconocimiento adecuado del pasado y 


de los legados históricos de la educación superior (Mollis). Por lo tanto, los futuros de la 


educación superior no sólo deben ser considerados en relación con lo que ha sucedido antes, 


sino dentro de los contextos contemporáneos debido a la “interrelación dinámica entre el 


pasado y el presente”. (Naidoo).  
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Los contextos actuales son variados, se entrecruzan y se manifiestan de forma diferente en las 


distintas regiones. Entre los factores contextuales se encuentran los conflictos, la pobreza 


material, la crisis económica, el cambio climático, la seguridad alimentaria, las tensiones 


políticas, la corrupción, los cambios geopolíticos, la circulación de personas, la urbanización, 


los cambios demográficos, la violencia de género y la necesidad de justicia racial y social. Como 


también lo demuestra la pandemia causada por la COVID-19, los acontecimientos actuales 


están demostrando ser imprevisibles y no tener la trayectoria lineal que antes se creía que traía 


consigo el desarrollo y el progreso. La pandemia nos está enseñando sobre la vulnerabilidad 


humana. Está sacando a la luz las “desigualdades raciales y económicas sistémicas” (Smith) que 


han sido persistentes pero que aún no se han abordado adecuadamente. Está demostrando la 


necesidad de reinventar todas las formas de educación de manera no lineal y, al mismo tiempo, 


expone la necesidad de que la educación superior esté mejor equipada para responder a las 


crisis, ya sean pandemias, migraciones, conflictos u otros. Está demostrando que la educación 


superior podría ser más explícita en cuanto a los valores al promover la “importancia del 


bienestar y la calidad de vida” (Dzulkifli).  


El ajuste de cuentas con el pasado requiere estudiar y enseñar lo que ha sucedido antes “para 


aprender, desaprender o reaprender profundamente a la hora de enmarcar nuestras 


imaginaciones sobre [el] futuro” (Cross). Significa comprometerse críticamente e interrumpir 


los legados perjudiciales que siguen presentes en los sistemas actuales, sobre todo los 


derivados del trauma colonial, pero también los resultantes de otras herencias. Esto es 


especialmente relevante en contextos antiguamente colonizados, donde el peso del 


colonialismo y otras formas de violencia estructural como el apartheid y la colonización militar 


pesan mucho. También debería tomarse con la misma seriedad en los antiguos centros 


coloniales, en los que es necesario un mayor reconocimiento del poder almacenado y en los 


que ha faltado humildad para aprender y aceptar otros conocimientos.  


La imposición deliberada y la institucionalización de las estructuras organizativas, en particular 


del modelo universitario, ha sido tal que este trauma colonial tendrá que ser irrumpido en su 


mayor parte desde dentro. Las propias IES no son inmutables: lo que hay que cambiar son los 


“valores arraigados en la universidad más amplia y el derecho autoproclamado a dominar y dar 


forma al resto del mundo” (Assié-Lumba) que aún hoy conforman la educación superior. Esto 


requerirá (re)descubrir y comprometerse críticamente con los académicos, las instituciones y 
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las personas cuya influencia en la educación superior ha sido pasada por alto o 


deliberadamente suprimida y revertir el “abandono de los conocimientos locales y el 


aprendizaje contextualizado de los pueblos originarios, los campesinos, los sectores menos 


favorecidos, las mujeres, entre otros grupos” (Sarango).  


Se desconoce en qué medida la educación superior en 2050 será diferente a la actual, pero se 


pueden prever tanto perturbaciones como cambios graduales a escala global, regional y local. 


Las IES deben esperar desarrollar capacidades más profundas de resiliencia y afrontamiento, 


no sólo en el ámbito de la educación superior, sino para ayudar al mundo a hacerle frente a la 


imprevisibilidad. Al adoptar los mensajes clave y esforzarse por alcanzar los ideales para los 


propósitos, las funciones y las misiones de la educación superior que se exponen en este 


informe, al tiempo que se evalúan críticamente y se actúa sobre las tensiones y las barreras 


que podrían interponerse en el camino, los múltiples caminos de la educación superior hacia 


2050 podrían llevar a un mejor futuro para todos. 
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What's the future of the physical college
campus?
Submitted by Doug Lederman on July 16, 2021 - 3:00am


Even as most colleges and universities proved over the last 17 months that
they could function adequately and often effectively with their people physically
dispersed, many students and employees hankered to return to their
campuses. The vast majority of institutions plan to operate this fall more like
they did in 2019 than they did a year ago, but that doesn't mean their leaders
aren't rethinking how they might use their physical spaces in the years ahead.


Few are confronting the questions as directly as the University of Akron, which
announced in February that it would consider selling, repurposing or otherwise
rethinking the use of up to one million of the roughly eight million square feet of
buildings and land it owns. COVID-19 didn't start the conversations at Akron,
which were driven in part by enrollment and financial pressures. But as is true
in many corners of our lives, the pandemic accelerated the university's
discussions.


A recent episode of The Key [1], Inside Higher Ed’s news and analysis podcast,


examined Akron’s approach and larger questions about the future and value of
the physical college campus. While this conversation focused on how colleges
and universities might use their campus spaces as their needs and those of
their students evolve, it also explored the ability and inclination of colleges to
adapt to changing circumstances.


The guests were Nathan Mortimer, vice president of operations at Akron;
Lander Medlin, executive vice president of APPA: Leadership in Educational
Facilities; and Tomas Rossant and Alex O'Briant, a design partner and a
principal, respectively, at Ennead Architects, which works with colleges across
the United States on their design needs.
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An edited transcript of the conversations follows.


The Key: What went into the University of Akron’s decision to rethink its
physical holdings?


Nathan Mortimer: The university has been doing quite a bit of work around
properties for the last three or four years. We had buildings that we were no
longer using, so we abated them and remediated them for environmental
concerns, and then we green-spaced them. So we've done probably 300,000-
plus square foot of abating and razing old structures in the last three or four
years, just getting the campus ready for what we're doing now.


The Key: What factors have led you down that path?


Mortimer: We've had an enrollment challenge here for a number of years, so
we're trying to rightsize campus to what we think enrollment is today and what
we hope it's going to be going forward. It was an opportunity to take quite a bit
of deferred maintenance off the books. And it's to bring some different eyes on
campus to look at what we're doing and to maybe give us some different
perspectives and views of how we could do things better.


The Key: Can you describe what the range of all this space is? Is it land, is it
already built facilities?


Mortimer: If you were look at it a couple of years ago, it would have been
largely buildings. Like I said, we had a number of vacated, unused buildings
that we knew ultimately weren't in condition to be repurposed. So we took the
initiative to abate those buildings, taking them down and creating green space.
We've done that to roughly six buildings over 300,000 square feet that we think
is ready for either selling or redevelopment.


Some buildings we've already repurposed. The State Highway Patrol in Ohio
was looking for a new home in Summit County. So we actually put them in an
existing building. They're not on campus patrolling our campus, but it gives us
a little bit of added value of enhanced security presence, and it found a place
for a partner here in the state of Ohio.
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The Key: Akron's hardly alone in having built up its campus a good bit in
recent years. Did universities like Akron overbuild their physical campuses, or
were they responding appropriately to the context at a certain time and are
now responding differently to a new context and landscape?


Mortimer: I'm probably in best position to talk just about the University of
Akron versus others. But at the time, our campus was really outdated, and if
you'd been on campus 20, 25 years ago, you would witness a lot of old, tired
buildings. And so the university made a decision back in the late ’90s, early
2000s, to renovate campus, and it did that, in anticipation that enrollment
would do different things than what it's done for us the last 10 years.


The Key: How if at all did the pandemic affect your thinking about this? Do you
expect more inclination for people to work remotely, for students to learn
remotely? How much did the changes and the sort of environment brought
about by COVID-19 affect this process and the university's thinking?


Mortimer: Some, I’d say. I think that the further that we get into the pandemic
and emerge to the new norm, I think we'll have a real better perception or
realization of what the pandemic meant in terms of workplace environment and
remote learning. I think we're still a little bit too close to the pandemic to know
where it's going to end up. We were doing a lot of things with buildings and
properties and space utilization, before the pandemic. I think we're just going
to be a little more intentional as we navigate through the pandemic, looking to
see what the academic program's going to look like, and certainly going to
take that into consideration.


The Key: How much is this a contraction of the physical campus at Akron
versus a realignment with what the university's priorities are at this moment
and, ideally, ahead?


Mortimer: It's really about trying to rightsize the footprint of campus to get with
what we think we need, and what the future holds, knowing that the pandemic
and how we emerge from that could impact us even more. But a lot of it is just
creating opportunities to clear some properties up. We're also making some
investments. We have two existing very important academic buildings that are
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very dated, and we're getting ready to take one of those down and fully
renovate the other building and put a small addition on.


The Key: What are the finances of all this likely to look like? Obviously, the
university, in part because of a sizable decrease in enrollment, has had to
make a bunch of difficult decisions around other parts of the university budget,
staffing and some other things. Will the reassessment of the physical footprint
change the financial picture enough that other cuts might not be necessary?


Mortimer: I'll be able to answer your question more fully in about seven
months when we're through the process. It's about rightsizing, and the
deferred maintenance item that we talked about that's on the books, which is
really a cost avoidance down the road.


The Key: Tell us a little more about how Akron is thinking about the role of the
physical campus going forward, and what do you think other institutions might
draw from the conversations going on there?


Mortimer: The pandemic is going to lead higher education, and the private
sector as well, into the same conversation. Higher ed, at least at this point,
we're not just bricks and mortar. It is a place, a living place, and the living-
learning experience the students have on campus, we think, is hugely
important. Remote learning, I think, is going to have a new place, whether it's
fully online or a hybrid or the like, but having that place for students to come,
live, learn and grow is important.


The Key: So it's not a diminution of the importance of campus, as much as
making sure that the campus is the right size and has the right elements to
continue to fill that mission at a time when some things are changing.


Mortimer: That's right. There is a lot of fluidity out there right now, but we do
believe that whether we're talking 10 years ago, today or into the future, we
believe that physical environment of a campus is important to student learning
and success.


The National Picture, With Lander Medlin
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The Key: Lander Medlin is executive vice president at APPA, the main
association of educational facilities professionals. Lander, I'm curious how
what Akron is doing fits into the larger national landscape that you look at in
your job, and how representative it is of conversations elsewhere.


Lander Medlin: What I'm hearing from other campuses across the country is
they need to meaningfully downsize, rightsize their physical campus. The data
is not pretty when it comes to being able to support a drop in revenues, net
revenues, a drop in enrollment. But also, the increase in actual need to repair
and maintain and replace these facilities, that's increasing … Just like humans,
buildings age, infrastructure ages. We need to keep up with our investments
around that. And we've not done that, unfortunately, in the main. And so we
have an increasing need. This actually can be an exciting time because these
issues existed pre-pandemic. We have real opportunities, and I think Akron is
an example of that.


The Key: What is your early sense of how the pandemic influenced the
thinking of your members and of college leaders about their physical space?
I've seen it argued both that it increased the value of the physical campus and
that it revealed the campuses to be less important. How do you think most
college officials that you talk to are thinking about it?


Medlin: The remote hybrid workplace and remote hybrid learning are going to
give us some advantages to utilize remote for those individuals who want to
stay that way. Then we have the idea of place-based institutions, and how
important it is. Two-thirds to three-quarters of the students said they wanted to
come back, even in the midst of last fall. And their parents drove them all the
way across the country to get there, too.


So I think that institutions are looking at being more intentional about their
sense of place. And that's going to drive being more intentional and disciplined
about what spaces we want to keep. We don't want to demolish anything, do
we? But we are overbuilt.


Place does matter, and I think it's going to continue to matter. I just think it's
how do we consider our own competitive advantage by institution, and how do
we consider utilizing that as the differentiator for who is our audience?
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How do we go at the spaces that are no longer attractive to the communities
that we're trying to bring in? I'll give you a perfect example, and that's large
lecture halls. Are people going to build large lecture halls after the remote
synchronous-asynchronous delivery? I don't think so. And so now what do we
do with those things? And how do we move forward very differently with
smaller sort of learning pods?


The Key: It sounds like this is very much an institutionally focused equation or
set of questions. So what kinds of questions do you advise institutions to be
asking, and what kind of analysis should they be doing to assess whether
they've got the right physical footprint, the right mix of space and facilities for
where they are now and for where they're heading?


Medlin: Part of this is stepping way back and thinking about my institution,
what differentiates my institution from everyone else? How do they use that to
advantage? What is their competitive advantage, given those differentiations?
If I know what that is programmatically and academically, then I know where I
want to head in terms of my population of students and faculty.


And it also helps drive programmatic space. Where are the biggest drivers for
using my space for enrollment, recruitment and retention? And how do I use
that to make forced, disciplined decisions around, let's call it a net-zero space
policy. I know, it's scary to people. How do I actually think about, “I am not
going to add space”? We are going to make conscious decisions about either
reducing our space portfolio, or we're going to be very targeted about what
space we're going to use.


The Key: We may be heading into a period in the next year or so where there
isn’t quite as much financial pressure on colleges as there’s been. How do you
think about the compulsion institutions might or might not feel in the next year
or two to undergo the sort of rigorous analysis and potentially difficult decisions
around use of the campus? Do you sense a willingness or commitment to
doing hard things even if pressure on institutions eases somewhat?


Medlin: I remain hopeful, let me say it like that. The worst thing we can do is
get lulled into the short-term gains of maybe we get some federal one-time
investment of monies. I actually think that enrollment will come back in the fall,
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right, at many of these institutions. But the enrollment cliff is real. Go to Nathan
Grawe's piece on the agile college and the previous work. It's coming.


The worst possible thing we can think is, “Well, let's just wait it out, and we'll
get back to normal.” There is no get back to normal. That's why I commend the
University of Akron in their work, because they are shedding themselves of a
lot of space and trying to firm up who they are, what they are about.


The Key: Is there something you saw emerging from the very difficult last 15
months that makes you hopeful that colleges can step up with this challenging
set of decisions?


Medlin: Something we learned during the pandemic, one of the best practices
was around collaboration. The silos were broken -- facilities talking to
academics, talking to student affairs, to finance. Everybody was part of the
team. We had a purpose -- get students back. Now we have to rally around
that next purpose, and that is, we are going to collaborate to actually reduce
the physical footprint of these institutions.


Design and Campus Spaces


The Key: Our next guests are Tomas Rossant and Alex O’Briant of Ennead
Architects. As people who watch this space closely, how typical or not is Akron
of conversations you hear unfolding on campuses around the country?


Tomas Rossant: Most of our clients are top-tier public research universities or
top-tier private universities and colleges, so the notion of de-acquiring and
giving away real estate is being talked about, but nowhere near to the degree
that you mentioned at Akron. We can report that among the kind of healthy
institutions of higher education, there's kind of a nervous excitement about
tinkering with the business model, with the real estate model, with how we
teach, with where we teach, to really make their institutions even stronger.


The Key: There's obviously lots of talk about remote work and talk about
reshaping the learning environment such that possibly more students study in
realms other than in a physical classroom. How do the institutions you work
with view those possibilities?
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Rossant: I think everybody is very excited about the trends and scratching
their heads about how do we change, not only our spatial utilization, but what
spaces we own, what spaces we operate, where those spaces are. I spoke
last week with a law school dean who has a state-of-the-art law school. And he
wanted to pick my brains. He wants to open a second law school at the same
university, and that law school is going to have a lower price point. It's all going
to be remote, except for the kind of minimal communal aspects of learning law.
It will be a very small building, right? Students will come to it maybe twice a
semester, or four times a semester. Can you imagine that -- a university with
two law schools? So people are really trying new things.


Alex O'Briant: I think universities are looking somewhat separately at the
work space issue and the classroom and pedagogical issue. On the classroom
side, I think the move is going to be further toward the kinds of things that have
the most value in person. That's the thing we've learned, is that we can be
remote sometimes, but we need to be face-to-face, so I think the emphasis is
going to be on experiential learning, teamwork, face-to-face projects. This is a
trend that precedes COVID that's moved more toward experiential learning
and away from big lecture halls. It's almost like the pandemic just sort of
pushed us over the ledge and sort of encouraged us to just go ahead and
embrace this new direction and start to rethink space more holistically and
strategically out of necessity.


The Key: What are the issues you encourage campus leaders to be thinking
about as they engage with questions of whether they have the right amount of
space, and the right space? Is there a framework you use as you work with
colleges on these issues?


Rossant: Space is money. And the first question we often ask is: What type of
accurate visibility do you have into your spatial utilization? We're finding that
relying on the registrar to say this is how often this room is booked, this is how
often this seminar room is used, is very spotty, because it relies on simplistic
information, like someone booked it. But they don't know if someone actually
used it, nor do they know how it was used. We like to try to encourage
institutions to get much more accurate information, either by using digital
technology, or the old-fashioned way, the way that master planners do -- you
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hang out for a long time and you take a lot of notes. But you can't make
strategic changes to your physical campus without accurate data as to how it's
used.


The next step is really to understand institutional vision for the future. We can't
tell them where to go, right? Should our mission change and should we
educate more people, either by doing some hybrid things, growing in the
certain way, teaching during the summer, getting faculty to actually teach after
3:00 on Friday, and getting faculty to teach before 3:00 p.m. on a Monday?
How can we actually exercise better results, better outcomes, educate more
people while driving down the cost of our education? It has to start with that
notion of a vision.


O'Briant: Being apart has helped focus us all on the value of being together.
And I think that's the incredible moment for campuses, which are so steeped in
the concept of place, and in-person learning and interaction. There is an
opportunity to really evaluate where we can get the most benefit culturally and
educationally from being in person, because the thing we've learned in the last
year is how to not be together.


Now the value proposition for campus is what can we offer in place? These
campuses are so expensive to build and maintain. So back to your question
about what's next for campuses, I think you have to ask that question: What's
the value of being together, and which things are more valuable than others?


Rossant: I think the real value of being in a learning culture physically in place
is all the ad hoc critical dialogue, all the spontaneous interactions, what we call
learning outside the classroom. And, ideally, we should still have that. Higher
education should be focused on being in a place, but I think what we have ask,
do I have to be in that place 24-7? Do I have to be in that place for the whole
semester? Can I say, hey, this semester it's just freshmen, right, who are on
campus? And this next semester, it's seniors. And what does that do to the
efficacy of learning and teaching?


Source URL: https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2021/07/16/whats-future-physical-college-
campus
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Introduction 
To say the past year has been a challenge for higher education would be a gross understatement. From COVID-19 
testing and contact tracing, to pivoting to fully remote or hybrid learning, to the financial fallout from the pandemic, 
colleges and universities have been pushed to respond to myriad new situations. As a return to normalcy starts to evolve 
with the daily increase in the share of the population that is being vaccinated, institutions are quickly planning for their 
future. 


In the 2021 edition of “Perspectives in Higher Education,” we start with thoughts on what colleges and universities should 
be considering as they begin to move beyond the pandemic, including the most effective use of campus space, the role of 
distance learning, and diversification of revenue streams. We then highlight such societal topics as diversity and inclusion; 
student mental health; and environmental, social and governance issues. Additionally, we provide our annual Washington 
Update and conclude with key items that board committees should be considering. 


PwC also conducts an annual evaluation of internal audit plans and related risk themes. As an appendix to the 2021 
edition of Perspectives in Higher Education, we include a summary of our survey. 


This publication shares our insights on the challenges and opportunities facing higher education institutions, while offering  
a point of view on how colleges and universities might respond. As a market leader in providing audit, tax and advisory 
services to the higher education industry, we are honored to work with many of the nation’s premier educational 
institutions in addressing their most pressing challenges.  


While this document is not meant to be comprehensive, it draws upon our understanding of the diverse nature  
of higher education institutions that have complex educational, research and clinical activities, and can serve as a broad 
platform for discussing these issues in a proactive and collaborative manner. 


Please feel free to contact Chris Cox at (508) 259-1557 or christopher.cox@pwc.com, or Tom Gaudrault at (207) 232-
0499 or thomas.k.gaudrault@pwc.com, with any questions or comments. 
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Moving beyond the COVID-19 pandemic 
Structural shifts in higher education were underway before the pandemic, but COVID-19 has acted as an accelerant, 
increasing the speed and magnitude of change that is reshaping the industry. Successful institutions will apply lessons 
learned from the past year to reposition for the future. 


The challenge ahead 


COVID-19 has taken a significant financial toll on higher 
education. In the fall of 2020, the American Council on 
Education sent a letter to the House of Representatives 
that tallied financial losses for two- and four-year schools 
at far above its earlier estimate of $120 billion from the 
start of the pandemic.1 Since that letter arrived in 
Washington, the pandemic progressed and expenses to 
deliver education in both hybrid and on-campus models 
have undoubtedly surpassed that amount. Some 
institutions have adjusted with furloughs, reductions in 
student amenities and other cost-cutting measures. Other 
industries have started to rebound as vaccines increase 
and restrictions on certain businesses and travel 
decrease. Unfortunately, higher education’s recovery may 
not be so robust or immediate. Many two-year and 
regional public and private schools have experienced a 
reduction in enrollment and applications over the past year 
as many high school graduates on the lower end of the 
economic spectrum did not enter college.2 Typically, a 
poor economy bodes well for education, as those leaving 
the workforce opt in to enhance their résumés. 
Unfortunately, this cycle does not appear to be following 
that historical trend, with a fracture occurring between the 
“haves” and the “have-nots.” Large universities throughout 
the country have experienced different impacts on 
enrollment, with some admissions offices reporting 
application declines of 20%. Other top-rated institutions 
have seen increases in applications. These varying 
application trends indicate that the impact of the pandemic 
will not be felt equally across all universities. 


Compounding the situation are headwinds brought on by 
long-term trends in population decline and related 
decreases in high school graduates. This will increase 
competition for traditional students. The pandemic and 
policies from the prior administration have also curtailed 
international students from entering the US education 
system. These students typically pay full tuition and are 
highly sought after, as one international student can 
provide two to three times the revenue of a US student 
who may be receiving institutional scholarships. 


 
1 Ted Mitchell, letter to Nancy Pelosi and Kevin McCarthy, September 
25, 2020, https://www.acenet.edu/Documents/Letter-House-Fall-COVID-
Supplemental-092520.pdf. 


 


Reorganizing for success 


With more American families on tight budgets because of 
the pandemic, students are increasingly worrying about 
college affordability. Colleges should think about 
constructing smarter and more efficient campuses that are 
less expensive and can shift the functionality of existing 
spaces according to the needs of students and faculty. 
Expectations of decreasing budgets will only exacerbate 
these pressures and accelerate the reimagining and 
condensing of real estate, course offerings and other key 
services. In anticipation of an increasing number of online 
students, colleges will also have to readjust financial 
planning to account for a greater need in specialized IT 
spaces that are capable of hosting both in-person and 
virtual classes. However, despite the increased focus on 
remote learning, colleges should still plan for many 
students to value the on-campus experience. Thus, the 
college of the future must think of its campus as a place 
that can go beyond just hosting its students and faculty 
and actively connect them, both virtually and physically, 
with greater efficiency and flexibility than ever. 


The rise of virtual learning, increasing student demands 
for value for their degree, and margin compression are 
forces that will compel universities to take a hard look at 
the bottom line. For years, colleges have focused on 
driving efficiencies through administrative services. 
However, it is now time to start reviewing the curriculum 
with an eye toward attracting the right student at an 
optimized cost. The first step is to identify and offer 
programs and majors that appeal to the type of student 
the institution wants to attract and determine which 
programs will build a differentiating brand. For these 
programs, institutions can fortify their position in the 
market by overinvesting in faculty and facilities that will 
drive incremental enrollment. Simultaneously, institutions 
should look to deliver programs at the most economical 
cost. This could include shifting certain classes to online 
only or a hybrid model and eliminating sections, classes, 
majors and perhaps even programs. This should be done 
with an understanding of the staffing needs of faculty, both 
full time and adjunct. Given that faculty can make up to 
30% to 40% of a university’s expenses, a small 
improvement can have a material bottom-line impact. 


2 Madeline St. Amour, “Few Positives in Final Fall Enrollment Numbers,” 
Inside Higher Ed, December 17, 2020, 
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2020/12/17/final-fall-enrollment-
numbers-show-pandemics-full-impact. 
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Curriculum redesign will require support from the faculty, 
so thoughtful change management will be required.  


Diversifying revenue streams 


Universities have likely explored and implemented the 
obvious and immediate ideas to reduce expenses and 
preserve legacy revenue streams. However, given the 
financial uncertainty that lies ahead for many colleges and 
universities, consideration should be given to exploring 
new revenue streams to diversify income. Novel 
approaches to paying tuition, such as income share 
agreements (ISAs), are expected to flourish and compete 
with traditional student loans as viable methods for 
funding education. ISAs can be offered through a 
partnership with a third party and structured based upon a 
student paying a set percentage of their post-graduate 
income in return for financial aid in the present. Other 
forms of partnerships could include academic programs 
themselves; through collaboration with employers, 
universities could offer discounted degrees or certification 
courses for busy professionals. While schools will 
undoubtedly need to navigate uncertainty, successful 
institutions will begin identifying, piloting and ultimately 
adopting and gaining real value from creative 
relationships. These relationships can be developed with 
private industry to supplement potential lost revenue and 
to recruit students who might not have enrolled under 
traditional payment methods.  


COVID-19 forced colleges and universities to adopt online 
learning at a breakneck pace, a reflection of an already 
burgeoning pre-pandemic trend that saw many institutions 
enter the online education market. A transition to more 
online classes and coursework can help colleges meet 
their students’ academic needs regardless of physical 
location, while the implementation of flexible pricing 
models will further aid students’ financial obligations 
through a differentiation between on-campus and online 
costs. Some universities already employ flexible pricing 
strategies that base price on the method of learning (on-
campus versus online) as well as the number of credits 
completed. Regardless of the approach, colleges should 
expect to price online and on-campus experiences to 
reflect a competitive market that requires creative and 
flexible strategies that save students money. 


The concept of a lifelong learner is not new, but the 
pandemic has accelerated a shift toward lifelong e-
learning due to the recent focus on remote and online 
learning. This shift is expected to be sustainable long after 
the pandemic. Lifelong learning is important on three 
levels. First, for individuals, it increases their knowledge 
and skills and, in turn, their employability. Second, for 
organizations, it is a source of innovation. Jobs are being 
transformed by the technologies of the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution, and over 1 billion people will need to be 
reskilled by 2030.3 Lastly, for society, it increases the 
likelihood that key societal and environmental challenges 


 
3 Saadia Zahidi, “We Need a Global Reskilling Revolution—Here's Why,” 
World Economic Forum, January 22, 2020, 


are resolved. Higher education institutions should closely 
consider the concept of a lifelong learner as they explore 
their marketing and development efforts. Colleges and 
universities have an opportunity to tap into a new market 
and keep current students returning as they look for more 
credentials or résumé enhancements, such as badges. A 
new type of donor could emerge among these students, 
who may develop a stronger affinity for their schools as 
their experiences translate into a more direct benefit on 
employability than ever.


https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/01/reskilling-revolution-jobs-
future-skills. 
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Additional resources 


“Emerging Stronger from COVID-19: What US Business Leaders Need to Know”: 
https://www.pwc.com/us/en/library/covid-19.html 
“Your Post-Pandemic Business Won’t Look Like Your Past—Or Your Present”: 
https://www.pwc.com/us/en/services/consulting/library/pdf/post-pandemic-workforce-considerations.pdf 
 


Closing perspective 


Institutions that are successful will have developed an 
academic experience and culture that is in line with the 
type of students they plan to attract. Building a campus, 
be it physical or online, that attracts and retains students 
will be a strategy that will lead to long-term success. Given 
the reduction and shifting expectations of traditional 
students, colleges and universities should begin to 


reposition their cost structure, campus experience and 
overall degree offerings that will allow their current and 
future students to succeed in the post-pandemic job 
market. Institutions should organize how they spend 
limited financial and leadership resources on the 
capabilities that will lead to long-term academic and 
financial success. This will mean a process of identifying 
these capabilities and shifting investments toward them.



https://www.pwc.com/us/en/library/covid-19.html

https://www.pwc.com/us/en/services/consulting/library/pdf/post-pandemic-workforce-considerations.pdf
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Diversity and inclusion 
The past year will be remembered not only as the year the world changed because of a global pandemic, but also as the 
year a spotlight was placed on social injustice. Conversations around dinner tables, in board rooms and in classrooms 
have focused on systemic and institutional racism as well as opportunities to promote equity across several areas, 
including higher education.  


Colleges and universities continue to emphasize diversity and inclusion in their mission and strategic planning, as well as 
to reexamine the ways they can be more transparent with their stakeholders. Diversity in higher education is generally 
considered to mean the representation of minorities in the faculty and student body. Inclusion, however, can vary from 
institution to institution and can range from encouraging minority representation among majors to providing support and 
equitable opportunities for post-matriculation success. However, most institutions agree that the main tenet is creating an 
environment where all feel encouraged and comfortable to learn and teach.  


While racial and ethnic diversity has increased among 
faculty at institutions over the past 20-plus years, the 
faculty is still more likely to be white than the students.1       


 


Studies have shown that representation matters, 
especially at the faculty level.2 Given the current social 
climate, institutions will need to sustain and increase 
efforts to aim for more diverse faculty and staff in order 
to reach the levels of representation that mirror their 
student body, as well as the US population.  


Several institutions are pledging significant funding for 
these efforts and are creating multipronged strategies to 
improve faculty diversity. Initiatives include an array of 
programs aimed at attracting and supporting diverse 
scholars, including mentoring programs at various career 
stages, fellowship programs, increased training on 
conscious and unconscious biases, and developing 
programs that provide increased salary funding to 
appoint diverse faculty.3 Many universities are also 
looking for opportunities to increase their pipeline of new 
scholars. 


 
1 “U.S. College Students Are Twice as Likely as Faculty to Be Black, 
Four Times as Likely to Be Hispanic,” Pew Research Center, July 31, 
2019, https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/07/31/us-college-
faculty-student-diversity/ft_19-07-22_facultydiversity_1/. 
2 Jonathan R. Alger et al., Does Diversity Make a Difference?, 
American Council on Education and American Association of 
University Professors, 2000, http://teach.ufl.edu/wp-
content/uploads/2016/07/DIVREP.pdf. 


In addition to creating strategies around improving and 
sustaining the faculty pipeline, higher education 
institutions are continuing to focus on the composition of 
the student body.  


 


While enrollment at higher education institutions has 
declined about 4%-5% because of COVID-19, the 
pandemic has also negatively impacted recent gains 
made in enrollment of Black and Latinx undergraduates.4 
The pandemic has affected these groups from a health 
standpoint at significantly higher rates, which correlate 
with other areas such as education, housing and 
employment.  


Many factors contribute to the decline, including 
increased financial challenges and hardships caused by 
the economic downturn accompanying the pandemic.  
This feeling of uncertainty is causing some to rethink the 
norm of the educational stepladder (such as “will a 
degree matter, what areas will be profitable, and which 
ones will be obsolete?”).  


3 Colleen Flaherty, “Not Just ‘Musical Chairs,’” Inside Higher Ed, 
September 19, 2016, 
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2016/09/19/beyond-well-funded-
individual-campus-initiatives-experts-urge-collaboration. 
4 “Stay Informed with the Latest Enrollment Information,” National 
Student Clearinghouse Research Center, Spring 2021 Enrollment, 
https://nscresearchcenter.org/stay-informed/. 
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Forced adoption of a virtual setting for many institutions 
has diminished student engagement in high school and 
secondary institutions for lower socioeconomic levels 
and underrepresented minorities. Desire for and access 
to higher education face many barriers, including poor 
internet and technology access and environments that 
are not conducive to learning. Institutions will need to 
find ways to provide appropriate access to help foster 
student success, especially for minorities, in this period 
of varied instruction models.  


Virtual learning has highlighted the definition of equality 
versus equity. While students have equal opportunity to 
join online learning, doing so in a supportive 
environment with the proper tools can be challenging. In-
person learning, at a minimum, provided an opportunity 
for students to learn and study in the same 
environments, even if support tools were not accessible 
to all. It will be important for faculty and staff to look at 


their students’ individual needs, backgrounds and 
circumstances to help reduce the likelihood of falling 
behind during the pandemic. As institutions drive action 
at their organizations, these changes in curriculum 
delivery and demographics are propelling shifts in the 
student population’s intellectual, emotional and health 
needs. Being able to pivot appropriately and to 
successfully serve the student population will be 
paramount to the success of institutions in the future.  


Diversity and inclusion are areas of focus for companies 
in all sectors. The complexities in higher education 
include pressures from faculty, staff, students, vendors, 
trustees and various other constituents. As institutions 
navigate this new world, it will be important to focus 
efforts and dialogue on diversity and inclusion. 
Institutions will need to balance resources for their 
efforts to emerge stronger while keeping diversity and 
inclusion as a top priority.  


Additional resources  


CEO Action for Racial Equity: 


https://www.ceoaction.com/ 


PwC 2020 Transparency Report:  


https://www.pwc.com/us/en/about-us/pwc-llp-transparency-report.html 


PwC’s 2021 CEO Survey: US findings:  


https://www.pwc.com/us/en/library/ceo-agenda/ceo-survey.html 


“Forecast 2021: Practical Ideas to Turn Purpose into Action” (podcast): 


 https://www.pwc.com/us/en/cfodirect/accounting-podcast/forecast-2021-practical-ideas-purpose-action.html 



https://www.ceoaction.com/

https://www.pwc.com/us/en/about-us/pwc-llp-transparency-report.html

https://www.pwc.com/us/en/library/ceo-agenda/ceo-survey.html

https://www.pwc.com/us/en/cfodirect/accounting-podcast/forecast-2021-practical-ideas-purpose-action.html

https://www.pwc.com/us/en/cfodirect/accounting-podcast/forecast-2021-practical-ideas-purpose-action.html
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Student mental health 
Colleges and universities identify mental health 
challenges as one of the highest risk areas in enterprise-
wide risk assessments. Consequently, mental health 
remains a significant area of focus. Mental health 
challenges are impediments to academic life and 
success for college students. COVID-19 has 
exacerbated the mental health crisis, as preliminary 
studies conducted during the pandemic reveal increases 
in depression and anxiety. With mental health conditions 
on the rise, a greater percentage of students are 
reporting difficulties accessing mental health care, 
highlighting the need for colleges and universities to 
reassess their mental health strategies.1 


Addressing mental health problems can be a complex 
matter. While mental health issues were seemingly rare 
several decades ago, many students now enter college 
with a clinical diagnosis of such a condition or with 
undiagnosed or untreated mental health issues.2 For 
some students, such conditions manifest for the first time 
during college. The growing possibilities of factors that 
can trigger student mental health issues highlight 
reasons for the demand in mental health services 
provided by colleges and universities. As campuses 
completely reopen, institutions of higher education may 
struggle to keep up with the greater number of students 
requiring their services.  


 
1 “Position Statement 73: College and University Response to Mental 
Health Crises,” Mental Health America, 2019 
https://www.mhanational.org/issues/position-statement-73-college-and-
university-response-mental-health-crises. 


 


 


 


2 lbid 
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Addressing mental health conditions is a multifaceted 
challenge for institutions of higher education. Requests 
for more on-campus behavioral health professionals, as 
well has high prescription costs, out-of-pocket expenses, 
and copays, have caused mental health services to 
become increasingly expensive for both students and 
institutions of higher education. Often, the necessary 
services are not entirely covered by traditional student 
fees, leaving colleges and universities to absorb higher 
costs required to provide essential on-campus mental 
health services. 3 


Along with financial constraints, the availability of 
resources to serve students with mental health 
conditions remains a pain point. A shortage in mental 
health professionals at colleges and universities can 
result in longer wait times to obtain appointments and 
receive treatment, and may deter students from seeking 
assistance altogether.4  


 


 


Due to overall limitations on existing resources at 
institutions, many mental health professionals are now 
burdened with providing both counseling services and 
physical safety services, such as COVID-19 testing and 
contact tracing. The competing financial and operational 
demands will only continue to grow, but the cost of 
ignoring the increased need for mental health services is 
too great for higher education institutions to bear.  


 


In this moment of great ambiguity, institutions have an 
obligation and unique opportunity to reflect, innovate and 
build upon existing mental health initiatives. As colleges 
and universities move beyond the pandemic, greater 
awareness, technological advances and strategic 
business partnerships will likely be the cornerstones of 
mental health initiatives. 


 


 
3 “ Kimberly S. Gorman et al., Annual Survey: 2020, Association for 
University and College Counseling Center Directors, March 5, 2021 
(Annual Survey 2017-2020), 


https://www.aucccd.org/assets/documents/Survey/2019-
2020%20Annual%20Report%20FINAL%20March-2021.pdf. 
4 lbid 



https://www.aucccd.org/assets/documents/Survey/2019-2020%20Annual%20Report%20FINAL%20March-2021.pdf

https://www.aucccd.org/assets/documents/Survey/2019-2020%20Annual%20Report%20FINAL%20March-2021.pdf
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Additional resources  


“Medical Cost Trend: Behind the Numbers 2021”: 


 https://www.pwc.com/us/en/industries/health-industries/library/assets/hri-behind-the-numbers-2021.pdf 


“Consumer Health Behavior and the COVID-19 Pandemic: What We’ve Learned”:  


https://www.pwc.com/us/en/industries/health-industries/library/assets/hri-2021-consumer-survey-Insight-chartpack.pdf 


Increase mental health awareness  
and training 


The necessity remains for institutions of higher education 
to increase mental health awareness and training. Efforts 
to do so should acknowledge that both the number and 
types of stressors affecting student mental health have 
increased since the onset of the pandemic. Ongoing 
education and awareness should incorporate a 
combination of the following: 


• Confirming that students, faculty and staff are familiar 
with the signs and signals of mental health-related 
conditions, understand and know how to access the 
range of supporting services available, and know what 
procedures to follow during a crisis. 


• Providing additional education and awareness 
platforms to discuss mental health, including student 
wellness programs, workshops, community forums, 
student-led task forces and websites. 


• Creating campus-wide awareness programs and 
campaigns designed to decrease the stigma of mental 
health-related conditions and promote recognition of 
signs and signals of students who may be experiencing 
anxiety, depression or suicidal thoughts. 


Use technology as a catalyst for improving 
mental health and wellness 


Excessive use of technology and social media has often 
been criticized for adverse effects on student mental 
health and wellness, but colleges and universities have an 
opportunity to use rapid technological advances as a cost-
effective solution to address limitations in mental health 
resource capacity. Incorporation of technology into higher 
education mental health and wellness strategies can take 
on many forms, including, but not limited to, the following: 


• Smartphone applications that allow students to perform 
periodic self-assessments of their mental well-being 
and receive access to professional help or other 
wellness resources depending on their results.  


• Online peer support groups where students may reveal 
their identity or remain anonymous. 


• Expanded use of teletherapy, permitting students an 
avenue for round-the-clock, on-demand support. 


Form strategic partnerships 


Strategic partnerships, both internally and externally, can 
be a viable option to aid traditional counseling centers in 
recognizing potential at-risk students and providing 
necessary services. Examples of effective strategic 
partnerships include: 


• Internal steering committees comprising 
representatives from various academic and supporting 
units as a means of identifying students who have 
experienced recent or ongoing mental-health stressors.  


• Centralized referral listings containing targeted provider 
recommendations based on insurance type, location 
and provider expertise.  


• Outsourcing or co-sourcing with healthcare providers to 
offer students a wider range of mental health services, 
as well as more comprehensive care plans.  


Higher education institutions are making strides in 
addressing student mental health challenges, but more 
work remains to be done. As colleges and universities 
move beyond the pandemic, they should renew their 
commitment to student advancement, success and 
achievement by dedicating essential resources to student 
mental health and wellness initiatives.


 



https://www.pwc.com/us/en/industries/health-industries/library/assets/hri-behind-the-numbers-2021.pdf

https://www.pwc.com/us/en/industries/health-industries/library/assets/hri-2021-consumer-survey-Insight-chartpack.pdf
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Environmental, social and governance 
Background 


Environmental, social and governance (ESG) metrics and 
reporting are fast becoming a business imperative. 
Increased scrutiny from investors, shifts in consumer and 
stakeholder expectations, and policy changes under the 
Biden administration mean higher education institutions 
are facing new pressure to measure, disclose and improve 
on ESG-related issues, including the following: 


• E (environmental): Carbon emissions, water and waste 
management, toxic emissions and climate change 
vulnerability 


• S (social): Diversity, equity and inclusion, talent 
attraction and labor management, data privacy and 
security, and community relations 


• G (governance): Board governance, business ethics 
and intellectual property protection 


Stakeholders see ESG as a window into an institution’s 
future. ESG reporting and metrics are an important 
indicator of an organization’s overall health, and ESG 
reports can lay the foundation for a compelling story about 
the impact an institution is making in the community and 
the world. Tying all three elements of ESG into 
consolidated reporting and to broader strategy indicates 
that an institution is taking the necessary steps to be 
viable and relevant for the long run. 


Forward-thinking institutions are integrating values, goals 
and metrics into their overall strategies to mitigate ESG 
risks, including seizing the opportunity to innovate and 


reduce costs. This starts with reporting that follows 
commonly accepted standards which stakeholders know 
and trust. Leading institutions use this reporting as a 
baseline to identify their strengths and weaknesses, and 
to tell an effective story. The most common frameworks 
used in ESG reporting are as follows: 


• Global Reporting Initiative (GRI): The GRI Standards 
focus on the economic, environmental and social 
impacts of an organization, and hence its 
contributions—positive or negative—toward 
sustainable development. Users of the GRI Standards 
identify issues that are of primary importance to their 
stakeholders. 


• Sustainability Accounting Standards Board 
(SASB): SASB’s industry-specific standards identify 
the subset of sustainability-related risks and 
opportunities most likely to affect an organization’s 
financial condition, operating performance or risk 
profile. 


• Morgan Stanley Capital International (MSCI): MSCI 
seeks to bring greater transparency to financial 
markets. Specifically, MSCI leverages alternative data 
sets to provide unique insights on organizations’ ESG 
risk exposure and performance by providing ESG 
indexes, analytics, ratings and metrics. 
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Additional resources  


“What Is ESG Reporting and Why Does It Matter Today?”:  


https://www.pwc.com/us/en/services/audit-assurance/esg-reporting.html?WT.mc_id%27CT3-PL300-DM1-TR1-LS3-
ND30-PRG7-CN_ESG-
Google&gclid=Cj0KCQiAv6yCBhCLARIsABqJTjaMMUsspLfMvPBwvjb6s0SJ9BZnyeKTeiLmLhtRyMNor11E96T7Js4aAu
VSEALw_wcB&gclsrc=aw.ds 


ESG Pulse:  


https://www.pwc.com/us/en/products/esg-pulse.html?WT.mc_id%27CT3-PL300-DM1-TR1-LS3-ND30-PRG7-CN_ESG-
Google&gclid=EAIaIQobChMI_IKErqa78AIVgoNbCh0syg4QEAAYASADEgLlxfD_BwE&gclsrc=aw.ds 


Market perspective 


There is a significant acceleration around ESG including a 
focus on investments, including endowments. 
Stakeholders are interested in how institutional strategy 
aligns with their donations and the overall community. 
SASB adoption, while still slow, is progressing with 
pressure from investors for standardized disclosures. 
There is also increased interest by stakeholders over ESG 
reporting, making nonfinancial data quality more important 
than ever. 


An estimated two-thirds of institutional investors believe 
that within the next five years, ESG will become “industry 
standard.”1 There also will be continued investor pressure 
on standardized disclosures to be utilized in institutional 
reporting and an enhanced expectation around quality of 
disclosures by third-party raters and investors when 
assessing institutional performance. Universities will need 
to obtain a read on donors and community values to align 
their views to the institution’s strategy. At one major 
university, donors are making specific restrictions related 
to sustainability and net-zero emissions. Additionally, 
students are demanding that institutional investment 
strategies consider environmental and social issues. 


The challenge around ESG reporting is that it often uses 
different frameworks. Additionally, institutional data is 
frequently disaggregated, creating challenges in both 
comparing institutions and determining a strategy. 
Institutions should take inventory of what matters to their 
stakeholders to assist in developing their strategy. 
Questions to ask include “How do stakeholder values align 
to the institution?” and “How does the investment strategy 
align to donors?” By creating transparent reporting utilizing 
a publicly known framework, an institution will be able to 
describe what matters and how it aligns with stakeholders. 


 
1 “Looking for the Best of Both Worlds,” Natixis Investment Managers, 
2019, https://www.im.natixis.com/us/resources/esg-investing-survey-
2019 


Institutional investors are pressing asset managers to 
integrate ESG factors into their investment processes to 
better manage risk. In turn, asset managers have 
dramatically increased transparency around their ESG 
efforts. Obtaining confidence over an organization’s 
investing policy can help build trust with investors and 
drive competitive advantage. Given the 2020 
congressional inquiry regarding the use of women- and 
minority-owned asset management firms by colleges and 
universities for the 25 largest endowments, there will 
continue to be pressure to have better insight into 
management practices.  


Areas for consideration 


In order to embrace change, institutions may want to 
consider the following steps: 


• Conduct an ESG assessment to establish the top 
priorities for the university and a related analysis to 
identify the topics most important to stakeholders. 


• Inventory current ESG and sustainability efforts and 
understand what data and metrics are available today 
and how those efforts align to the results of the 
analyses performed. 


• Explore ESG standards and the reporting frameworks 
appropriate for the higher education industry and 
conduct a current state assessment to identify gaps. 


• Conduct a readiness assessment of processes, 
procedures and internal controls to see what 
investments are needed to make reporting “investment 
grade.” 


• Assess whether the right governance and operating 
model is in place to confirm that ESG strategy  
is executed with accountability. 


• Assess the future vision for ESG efforts. 


• Consider public disclosure and commitments on ESG 
efforts. 



https://www.pwc.com/us/en/services/audit-assurance/esg-reporting.html?WT.mc_id%27CT3-PL300-DM1-TR1-LS3-ND30-PRG7-CN_ESG-Google&gclid=Cj0KCQiAv6yCBhCLARIsABqJTjaMMUsspLfMvPBwvjb6s0SJ9BZnyeKTeiLmLhtRyMNor11E96T7Js4aAuVSEALw_wcB&gclsrc=aw.ds

https://www.pwc.com/us/en/services/audit-assurance/esg-reporting.html?WT.mc_id%27CT3-PL300-DM1-TR1-LS3-ND30-PRG7-CN_ESG-Google&gclid=Cj0KCQiAv6yCBhCLARIsABqJTjaMMUsspLfMvPBwvjb6s0SJ9BZnyeKTeiLmLhtRyMNor11E96T7Js4aAuVSEALw_wcB&gclsrc=aw.ds

https://www.pwc.com/us/en/services/audit-assurance/esg-reporting.html?WT.mc_id%27CT3-PL300-DM1-TR1-LS3-ND30-PRG7-CN_ESG-Google&gclid=Cj0KCQiAv6yCBhCLARIsABqJTjaMMUsspLfMvPBwvjb6s0SJ9BZnyeKTeiLmLhtRyMNor11E96T7Js4aAuVSEALw_wcB&gclsrc=aw.ds

https://www.pwc.com/us/en/services/audit-assurance/esg-reporting.html?WT.mc_id%27CT3-PL300-DM1-TR1-LS3-ND30-PRG7-CN_ESG-Google&gclid=Cj0KCQiAv6yCBhCLARIsABqJTjaMMUsspLfMvPBwvjb6s0SJ9BZnyeKTeiLmLhtRyMNor11E96T7Js4aAuVSEALw_wcB&gclsrc=aw.ds

https://www.pwc.com/us/en/products/esg-pulse.html?WT.mc_id%27CT3-PL300-DM1-TR1-LS3-ND30-PRG7-CN_ESG-Google&gclid=EAIaIQobChMI_IKErqa78AIVgoNbCh0syg4QEAAYASADEgLlxfD_BwE&gclsrc=aw.ds

https://www.pwc.com/us/en/products/esg-pulse.html?WT.mc_id%27CT3-PL300-DM1-TR1-LS3-ND30-PRG7-CN_ESG-Google&gclid=EAIaIQobChMI_IKErqa78AIVgoNbCh0syg4QEAAYASADEgLlxfD_BwE&gclsrc=aw.ds
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Washington update 
Since our last update, the COVID-19 pandemic has 
significantly disrupted higher education activity and a new 
administration has come to Washington. While hope is on 
the horizon for the end to the pandemic, the Biden 
administration also brings a shift in higher educational 
policy. The following seven areas are key items that affect 
the higher education industry. 


COVID-19 response: Higher education institutions 
received about $14 billion and $22 billion in the March and 
December 2020 COVID-19 response bills, respectively.1 
This is notably less than the $120 billion requested by 
industry groups.2 The allocations were overwhelmingly 
directed to public and nonprofit entities, with less than $1 
billion available to for-profit colleges. On March 11, 
President Biden signed into law his COVID-19 relief 
package, the American Rescue Plan, which includes $39 
billion for institutions of higher education.3 Public and 
private nonprofit institutions receiving new funds will be 
required to spend at least 50% of such funds on 
emergency financial aid grants to students. These grants 
are intended to prevent hunger, homelessness and other 
hardships that students are facing as a result of the 
pandemic. Efforts to safely return to in-person learning 
were the subject of several congressional hearings in 
2020 with agency officials, representatives from industry 
groups, and school leaders participating. Such hearings 
can be expected to continue through 2021. 


Higher Education Act reauthorization: Efforts to 
reauthorize the Higher Education Act (HEA) stalled during 
the last Congress as the pandemic and the November 
elections pulled focus from nonemergent legislative 
business. New leadership in the Senate Health, 
Education, Labor and Pensions (HELP) Committee may 
lead to more fruitful negotiations, with Patty Murray (D-
WA) and Richard Burr (R-NC) now serving as chair and 
ranking member, respectively. Though Democrats could 
advance a partisan HEA reauthorization out of the HELP 
Committee absent bipartisan support, they would still need 
to secure 10 Republican votes to end debate on the 
measure, setting up the potential for continued gridlock. 
House Education and Labor Chair Bobby Scott (D-VA) 
and ranking member Virginia Foxx (R-NC) remain in their 
roles from the 116th Congress and will likely resume 
efforts to reauthorize the HEA. The College Affordability 


 
1 “CARES Act: Higher Education Emergency Relief Fund,” US 
Department of Education, 
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ope/caresact.html. 
2 Ted Mitchell, letter to Nancy Pelosi, Kevin McCarthy, Mitch McConnell 
and Chuck Schumer, October 19, 2020, 


https://www.acenet.edu/documents/Letter-Congress-October-
COVID-Supplemental-101920.pdf.  
3 American Rescue Plan, HR 1319, 117th Cong., 2021, 
https://www.congress.gov/117/bills/hr1319/BILLS-117hr1319enr.pdf. 


Act, Scott’s proposed HEA reauthorization, may serve as 
a blueprint for Democrats’ priorities in future rounds of 
negotiations, but it is unlikely to attract enough Republican 
support to be viable in the Senate. 


Funding for higher education: As part of President 
Biden’s “Build Back Better” agenda, he released his 
American Jobs Plan, a $2 trillion proposal that focuses on 
traditional infrastructure priorities as well as investments in 
green energy and affordable housing.4 Additionally, he 
outlined the American Families Plan, which proposes $1 
trillion in spending proposals and $800 billion in tax cuts 
for low- and middle-income families.5 For higher education 
institutions, the plan recommends providing:  


• $217 billion for institutions of higher education 


• $80 billion to the Pell Grant program to help address 
college affordability 


• An increase in the maximum Pell Grant by about 
$1,400 per student 


• $109 billion to offer two years of free community 
college to all Americans 


• $62 billion for a grant program for completion and 
retention activities at institutions of higher education 
that serve low-income students 


• $39 billion for two years of subsidized tuition for 
students whose families earn less than $125,000 a 
year and are enrolled in four-year historically Black 
colleges and universities (HBCUs), tribal colleges and 
universities (TCUs) or minority serving institutions 
(MSIs) 


• A $5 billion increase in institutional aid grants to 
HBCUs, TCUs and MSIs. These funds are in addition 
to the $45 billion in HBCU, TCU and MSI investment 
called for under the American Jobs Plan 


Student loan considerations: President Biden supports 
making public colleges and universities free for 
households with incomes below $125,000 and doubling 
the maximum value of Pell Grants to increase access to 
the program. However, he would prefer to leave direct 
student loan relief measures up to Congress.6 Many 
congressional Democrats, including Senate Majority 
Leader Chuck Schumer (D-NY), support a proposal to 


4 “Fact Sheet: The American Jobs Plan,” the White House, March 31, 
2021, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-
releases/2021/03/31/fact-sheet-the-american-jobs-plan/.   
5 “Fact Sheet: The American Families Plan,” the White House, April 28, 
2021, https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-
releases/2021/04/28/fact-sheet-the-american-families-plan/.  
6 “The Biden Plan for Education Beyond High School,” Democratic 
National Committee, July 1, 2020, https://joebiden.com/beyondhs/ .  



https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ope/caresact.html

https://www.acenet.edu/documents/Letter-Congress-October-COVID-Supplemental-101920.pdf

https://www.acenet.edu/documents/Letter-Congress-October-COVID-Supplemental-101920.pdf

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2021/03/31/fact-sheet-the-american-jobs-plan/

https://joebiden.com/beyondhs/ 
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cancel up to $50,000 of federal student loans.7 The idea is 
backed by over a dozen Democratic state attorneys 
general; however, in February, President Biden indicated 
that he would support only $10,000 in forgiveness. 
Congressional Republicans have historically resisted 
direct loan forgiveness measures. On the Public Service 
Loan Forgiveness (PSLF) program, President Biden 
supports the What You Can Do for Your Country Act, a 
Democratic bill that would make various reforms to the 
PSLF.8 The pause on student loan repayments 
established in spring 2020 was extended repeatedly 
throughout the year and into 2021, with a current 
expiration date of Sept. 30, 2021. 


Immigration: US Immigration and Customs Enforcement 
made several changes to the Student and Exchange 
Visitor Program (SEVP) ahead of the fall 2020 semester, 
including initially barring international students taking only 
online courses from remaining in the United States. 
Dozens of colleges and universities filed suit against the 
rule change and were joined in opposition by several 
major technology companies. Many states also challenged 
the change, and it was ultimately rescinded. SEVP 
guidance remained the same for the spring 2021 
semester.9 


Tax: In December, Congress approved and President 
Trump signed the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 
2021 to fund the federal government through Sept. 30, 
2021, provide $900 billion of additional COVID-19 relief, 
and extend certain expiring tax provisions.10 The act 
contained additional Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) 
loans, expansion of the employee retention tax credit, a 
second round of direct payments to individuals, 
unemployment assistance, and additional tax relief 
measures. The act extended to the end of 2021 several 
provisions in the CARES Act that increased incentives for 
charitable giving. The “above the line” charitable 
contribution deduction for non-itemizers was extended into 
2021, with a cap of $300 for individuals and $600 for joint-
return filers. The appropriations act also extended to the 
end of 2021 an increase in the limitations for certain 
charitable contribution deductions—to up to 100% of 


adjusted gross income for non-itemizing individuals and 
up to 25% of taxable income for corporations. As under 
the CARES Act, both the above-the-line deduction and the 
increased limitations would require the contribution to be 
made in cash and to a public charity or foundation 
described in Section 170(b)(1)(A), other than a supporting 
organization or a donor advised fund. 


Biden administration personnel: Miguel Cardona was 
confirmed on March 1 to succeed Betsy DeVos as the 
12th secretary of education. He was most recently 
education commissioner of Connecticut. Cindy Marten 
was confirmed on May 11 as deputy secretary of 
education. She was a teacher for 17 years before 
becoming superintendent of the San Diego Unified School 
District. Robert Cameron remains as the Consumer 
Financial Protection Bureau’s (CFPB) private education 
loan ombudsman, a post he has held since 2019. Richard 
Cordray, former director of the CFPB, has been 
nominated as the top official overseeing the federal 
government’s $1.6 trillion portfolio of student loans and 
array of financial aid programs. 


While President Biden has been in office only a few 
months, there have already been early shifts in federal 
higher education policy. The administration has quickly 
moved to stake out its education agenda through several 
executive actions, including establishing a Council of 
Advisors on Science and Technology that will advise the 
president on various public policy issues, including 
education, and the creation of a federal “Best Practices 
Clearinghouse’’ to support educational institutions as they 
reopen.11 Congress is also likely to spend much of the 
spring and summer attempting to move the American 
Families Plan and the American Jobs Plan, either together 
or separately. Democratic leadership and the White House 
will soon need to determine if they wish to compromise on 
these policy priorities and move the packages in regular 
order via various committees or push forward through the 
reconciliation process. Higher education institutions 
should engage with policymakers on these and other 
policy priorities that could affect them.  


 
7 “Schumer, Warren: The Next President Can and Should Cancel Up to 
$50,000 In Student Loan Debt Immediately; Democrats Outline Plan for 
Immediate Action in 2021,” office of Sen. Elizabeth Warren, September 
17, 2020, https://www.warren.senate.gov/newsroom/press-
releases/schumer-warren-the-next-president-can-and-should-cancel-up-
to-50000-in-student-loan-debt-immediately-democrats-outline-plan-for-
immediate-action-in-2021. 
8 “The Biden Plan for Education Beyond High School,” Democratic 
National Committee, July 1, 2020, https://joebiden.com/beyondhs/ . 


 9 Elizabeth Redden, “Federal Guidance on Foreign Students Remains 
Same for Spring,” Inside Higher Ed, December 9, 2020, 


https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2020/12/09/federal-
guidance-foreign-students-remains-same-spring. 
10 Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2021, HR 133, 116th Cong., 2020, 
https://www.congress.gov/116/bills/hr133/BILLS-116hr133enr.pdf. 
11 Kasia Kovacs, “An Overview of Biden’s Higher Education Agenda,” 
Best Colleges, February 19, 2021,  
https://www.bestcolleges.com/blog/biden-higher-education-
agenda/#:~:text=Biden%20also%20signed%20an%20executive,impact%
20on%20all%20U.S.%20schools. 



https://www.warren.senate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/schumer-warren-the-next-president-can-and-should-cancel-up-to-50000-in-student-loan-debt-immediately-democrats-outline-plan-for-immediate-action-in-2021

https://www.warren.senate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/schumer-warren-the-next-president-can-and-should-cancel-up-to-50000-in-student-loan-debt-immediately-democrats-outline-plan-for-immediate-action-in-2021

https://www.warren.senate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/schumer-warren-the-next-president-can-and-should-cancel-up-to-50000-in-student-loan-debt-immediately-democrats-outline-plan-for-immediate-action-in-2021

https://www.warren.senate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/schumer-warren-the-next-president-can-and-should-cancel-up-to-50000-in-student-loan-debt-immediately-democrats-outline-plan-for-immediate-action-in-2021

https://joebiden.com/beyondhs/ 

https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2020/12/09/federal-guidance-foreign-students-remains-same-spring

https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2020/12/09/federal-guidance-foreign-students-remains-same-spring

https://www.bestcolleges.com/blog/biden-higher-education-agenda/#:~:text=Biden%20also%20signed%20an%20executive,impact%20on%20all%20U.S.%20schools

https://www.bestcolleges.com/blog/biden-higher-education-agenda/#:~:text=Biden%20also%20signed%20an%20executive,impact%20on%20all%20U.S.%20schools

https://www.bestcolleges.com/blog/biden-higher-education-agenda/#:~:text=Biden%20also%20signed%20an%20executive,impact%20on%20all%20U.S.%20schools
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Board committees: Renewing board focus 
Board committees play a vital role in helping an institution chart a course that aligns with the institution’s mission and 
strategy, advising on emerging risks and supporting management in confronting them. Reflecting on an unprecedented 
2020, these are some of the leading trends that boards are prioritizing in 2021. 


 


Taking action on board composition 


The demands placed on boards to fulfill their 
fiduciary role in serving institutions continue to 
expand. The myriad challenges that will continue 
to unfold present institutions with new and 
unfamiliar risks. Board committees have a critical 
role in helping the institutions they serve navigate 
those risks. The following are certain actions 
being considered to meet today’s challenges and 
maintain a well-rounded and high-functioning 
board: 


• Conducting periodic assessments of board 
performance, including preparation and 
engagement in meetings 


• Recruiting board members with a particular 
skill or attribute, such as risk, 
communications, technology, crisis 
management or digital skills 


• Continuing to improve board diversity to bring 
unique perspectives 


• Enhancing regular board education, 
leveraging internal and outside experts to 
keep the board informed and upskilled on 
emerging risks, such as cybersecurity, equity, 
health and safety, and regulatory matters  


• Developing specific responsibilities for looking 
ahead to emerging risks and strategic 
opportunities 


 


 


 


Navigating the risk landscape 


Boards are continuing to collaborate with 
management to enable greater strategic resilience 
to anticipate and be better prepared for risk 
events. Understanding management’s process for 
identifying and managing risk is not new, but new 
risks have a potential to disrupt an institution’s 
strategy. Some of the actions that boards are 
taking to refine their oversight role, and bring 
further insight, include:  


• Continuing to evaluate reporting to allow 
greater understanding of comprehensive 
institutional risks, responsibility and 
accountability within the organization 


• Understanding management’s process for 
refreshing key risks, including external risks 
that an institution cannot control but could 
have a significant impact on business strategy 


• Considering risk, audit and compliance plans 
to ensure that they are evolving to address 
emerging risks 


• Incorporating discussions on management’s 
scenario planning, including the impact of risks 
and the ability for the institution to pivot to new 
business models 


• Bringing a risk perspective to agenda topics 
and prioritizing topics with the most risk at the 
top of the agenda  


 


 


  


 According to PwC’s Annual Corporate Directors 


Survey, directors want to see board turnover, 


with almost half of directors (49%) saying that 


one or more of their fellow board members 


should be replaced. 


PwC’s Annual Corporate Directors Survey showed 


that management wants boards to be more engaged, 


not less.  Respondents say boards should be more 


willing to challenge management in areas like crisis 


management (48%) and risk management (37%). 
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Integrating ESG oversight 


Boards have increased focus on ESG issues 
and are developing action plans that include 
the following steps:  


• Obtaining a comprehensive baseline 
understanding of the organization’s current 
focus and status of key, relevant ESG risks 
and opportunities 


• Understanding the organization’s gap 
analysis regarding what the company is 
doing compared with what the 
stakeholders are now looking for  


• Reevaluating oversight of various ESG 
goals across board committees and the 
reporting process 


 


 


 


Modernize board agendas and materials 


Board agendas require flexibility to address new 
issues and challenges as they arise. Prioritizing 
agendas and bringing a risk lens to the 
discussions are increasingly important given the 
changing business and risk environment, and 
disruptions to business as usual.  


Prioritizing agendas while taking a fresh look at 
the materials and volume of information 
distributed to boards will enable greater focus on 
significant areas. Reduced volume of information 
will facilitate navigation through the material, 
allowing members to be better prepared. 
Leveraging better data visualization and 
providing dashboard reporting reduces the 
volume of materials and can help to make board 
meetings more productive with focused attention 
on priority areas. Particular areas where 
dashboards can be helpful include ethics and 
compliance reporting, internal audit status, 
cybersecurity, and diversity, equity and inclusion 
insights. In order to monitor these challenging 
areas, boards should be provided with consistent 
reporting of baseline data to assess periodic 
updates and track progress toward milestones 
and goals. 


 


 


  


PwC’s Annual Corporate Directors 


Survey showed a noticeable uptick in the 


directors who said ESG issues were a regular 


part of the board’s agenda, (rising from 34% in 


2019 to 45% in 2020). 


 


PwC’s Annual Corporate Directors 


Survey showed only 5% say that members of the 


board come to meetings fully prepared. 
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Additional resources 


“Returning to the Workplace after COVID-19: What Boards Should Be Thinking About”: 


https://www.pwc.com/us/en/services/governance-insights-center/library/covid-19-returning-workplace-boards.html 


“ESG Oversight: The Corporate Director’s Guide”: https://www.pwc.com/us/en/services/governance-insights-
center/library/esg-corporate-directors-guide.html 


“Did Your Company’s Response to COVID-19 Stack Up? Time for a Critical Assessment”: 
Https://Www.Pwc.Com/Us/En/Services/Governance-Insights-Center/Library/Covid-19-Company-Response.Html 


“Board Effectiveness: A Survey of the C-Suite”: https://www.pwc.com/us/en/services/governance-insights-center/pwc-


board-effectiveness-a-survey-of-the-c-suite-final.pdf 


 


Focus on change and emerging stronger 


The COVID-19 pandemic challenged boards to keep pace with the unprecedented economic conditions and uncertainties 


that introduced new teaching and business models, along with new complexities and risks. At the same time, institutions 


are leveraging lessons learned and finding new opportunities to operate differently. Boards can lead by challenging their 


institutions to seize the opportunity to learn from the experience and redefine business as usual. Considering new learning 


models, enhancing work arrangements to allow for remote working, exploring how supply chains can be made more 


resilient, and finding ways to accelerate digital transformation to be more efficient may define a strategy to stay 


competitive and emerge stronger. 


 



https://www.pwc.com/us/en/services/governance-insights-center/library/covid-19-returning-workplace-boards.html

https://www.pwc.com/us/en/services/governance-insights-center/library/esg-corporate-directors-guide.html

https://www.pwc.com/us/en/services/governance-insights-center/library/esg-corporate-directors-guide.html

https://www.pwc.com/us/en/services/governance-insights-center/library/covid-19-company-response.html

https://www.pwc.com/us/en/services/governance-insights-center/pwc-board-effectiveness-a-survey-of-the-c-suite-final.pdf

https://www.pwc.com/us/en/services/governance-insights-center/pwc-board-effectiveness-a-survey-of-the-c-suite-final.pdf
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Appendix  
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Risks in higher education 
On an annual basis, PwC analyzes the internal audit plans and risk themes of participating colleges and universities to 
assess where the industry is focusing its internal audit activity and to identify key risk themes. Our analysis for 2021 
included data from 33 institutions, which represented a near-even mix of public and private institutions, with the majority of 
them classified as R1 research institutions (doctoral universities with very high research activity) by the Carnegie 
Classification of Institutions of Higher Education. 


Respondent summary 


 Institution type 


Research classification Private Public 


R1 15 14 


R2 1 1 


Other 0 2 


Total: 33 institutions 


 


Research Classification system as defined by the Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education 


R1: Doctoral universities with very high research activity 


R2: Doctoral universities with high research activity 


Our analysis identified the following trends in the frequency of internal audit project types from 2020 to 2021. 


• Safety and security projects increased 77%. Sample projects included COVID-19 return to campus and business 
continuity audits. 


• Operations projects increased 83%. Sample projects included school and unit general controls reviews and reviews of 
nonfinancial controls. 


• Academic and research projects decreased 42%, and strategic projects decreased 59%. 


Additionally, our analysis identified the following:  


• 60% of institutions updated their internal audit plans to react to pandemic-related risks. Example projects included 
COVID-19 emergency relief funding, COVID-19 emergency response after-action reviews, return to campus 
compliance and contact tracing. 


• 42% of institutions had projects on their plan related to foreign influence in research. Example projects included foreign 
influence control reviews, Section 117 reporting reviews (Department of Education requirement to report foreign gifts 
and contracts), conflict of interest and export controls. 


• 91% of institutions had at least one IT operations or cybersecurity project. 


Our perspective: Audit activity does not always align proportionally to 
risks 


While financial management was the most commonly identified risk area in our sample, we continue to see a 
disproportionate share of internal audit activity dedicated to those risks. Within this year’s audit population, there was a 
mix of traditional financial management audits as well as those that were tailored to address COVID-19 risks.  


Conversely, institutions continue to identify cybersecurity as a key risk theme at a high rate. However, the number of 
projects performed was relatively low. We also noted that only a small portion of projects were identified related to 
performing internal audit work before a significant system implementation. Pre-implementation projects, either system 
development life cycle or independent verification and validation engagements, provide significant value to institutions. 
Pre-implementation reviews can help remedy significant control issues before they are placed into production, and more 
broadly help to identify and resolve risks that may prevent a system from reaching its planned outcome. 



https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carnegie_Classification_of_Institutions_of_Higher_Education

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carnegie_Classification_of_Institutions_of_Higher_Education
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The relatively low level of internal audit activity to address cybersecurity risks and system implementation projects 
suggests that institutions may not have the capabilities to conduct these technical projects at the frequency that would  
be desired.  


Future risk trends in higher education 


Looking forward through 2021 and beyond, we believe that the following risk areas are trending upward: 


• Foreign influence in research and conflict of interest: The federal government continues to investigate and 
prosecute cases of potential foreign influence, conflicts of interest, and theft of federally funded research by foreign 
nationals. Institutions have been updating their internal policies and procedures; however, additional changes and 
requirements from the government may be on the horizon. 


• Data privacy and security: Universities remain in the spotlight over data breaches, including those associated with 
third parties. Additionally, we are seeing certain federal sponsors outline minimum data security requirements as a 
prerequisite for future federal funding.  


• Technology and system upgrades: Significant system implementations, including enterprise resource planning 
(ERP), development and human resources, are being planned for or implemented. Given the significant cost and 
resource allocations associated with these implementations, institutions need to make sure that their investments in 
these systems achieve their planned outcomes from functionality, timing and budget perspectives. 


• Compliance: Recent high-profile compliance issues in higher education, including Section 117 reporting to the 
Department of Education, conflict of interest and commitment issues, and Section 508 digital accessibility, have 
highlighted enhancement opportunities in compliance functions. Institutions are revisiting the structure and governance 
of their compliance programs while trying to avoid significant investments in additional headcount. 


• Procurement fraud and related remote work considerations: Universities have been increasingly the target of 
procurement fraud. There has also been concern that lack of defined policies and procedures around use of 
procurement cards for home office expenditures could lead to improper use of university funds. Lastly, with the switch 
to remote work environments continuing in some capacity for the long term, internal controls related to procurement 
may need to be evaluated from both a design and an operating effectiveness perspective. 


For the full analysis that was performed in 2021, please reach out to a member of your PwC team. 
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