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Learning Outcomes
q Consider broad purposes of higher education in social progress

q Identify dimensions of social evolution and imagine short- and 
long-range implications for higher education

q Develop ”futuring” questions for consideration in long-range 
planning
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There are many futures, not just one.

M. Figueroa, ALA Center for the Future of Libraries



What is the future higher education will 
create?

How will we contribute to the success of next 
generations?



Education is the 
most important 
catalyst of social 
evolution. 

deSouza et al, 2013



Higher Education’s Arm Wrestle Between 
Past and Future

Throughout history, education has gradually and 
incrementally evolved in response to changing social needs, 
more commonly to conserve past achievements than to 
pioneer the future.

deSouza et al, 2013





Planning in the Face of Higher Education 
Paralysis

Ø Public opinion of the value of higher education.

Ø Alternate education offerings and pathways – disruptions.

Ø Conflicting (e.g., generational, disciplinary) views of the role and 
purpose(s) of higher education.



Planning in the Face of Higher Education 
Paralysis

Ø Resistance to and pain of choosing what we can and should change 
about the present.  I know what I know.  I like what I like.  I don’t want 
to let go.  And anyway, education is timeless.

Ø Short-term and/or inward thinking.

Ø Fear of change – What about me?



Planning in the Face of Higher Education 
Paralysis

Ø Deficit thinking (and deficit reality – broken, no longer effective 
business model).

Ø Learned hopelessness, fatalism.

Ø Failure of Nerve – reaching in new directions, moving from planning 
to action – requires commitment, action, risk.



Meta Trends

Socio-
cultural 
Trends

Mega Trends

Consumer 
Trends

The Times They Are A-Changin'

Moller, 2012



A Time of Accelerated Change:
The Future Promises to be Different
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Big Questions

• Technology over self à
How will we anchor humanity?

• Continuing (and perhaps 
intensifying) human needs à

Will we need different 
mechanisms for satisfying 
human needs?





Breaking through the Panic and Paralysis: 
How do we activate more AGENCY for 
CREATING a better future?

1. Getting out of our own way: Stretching the horizon and defining 
our preferred future.

2. (Re)activating our WHY?: Planning with Purpose

3. Future Scenario Sketching: Focusing on our Students

4. Making place matter



Forecasting: Getting Out of Our Own Way

TRADITIONAL ASSUMPTION:

The future world will be 
much like today’s.

NEEDED ASSUMPTION:

How will we define the future 
world given major shifts 
underway?



Evolution of Time Horizons in Planning

Long-term future

Near term

Ten-year horizon Traditional decade planning

Dynamism shortened planning horizon 
to a few years

Higher education as social change 
agent



Stretching the Horizon:
UAE Centennial 2071

Ø Future-focused government

Ø Excellent education
Ø A diversified knowledge economy

Ø A happy and cohesive society

https://government.ae/en/about-the-uae/strategies-initiatives-and-awards/federal-governments-strategies-and-plans/uae-centennial-2071

https://government.ae/en/about-the-uae/strategies-initiatives-and-awards/federal-governments-strategies-and-plans/uae-centennial-2071


(Re)activating our WHY?: Planning with Purpose

o What are the purposes of higher education?
• From general to local
• From now to the future

o How do universities live their purpose(s)?
o How are / aren’t we living our current and emerging 

purpose(s)?
o What opportunities emerge for better living our current 

and emerging purpose(s)?



The Purposes of Higher Education

Reproduction 
of culture, 
tradition, 
philosophy of 
thought

Knowledge 
creation and 
transmittal

Experiential 
learning for 
knowledge and 
skills

Workforce 
development

Holistic 
personal 
growth and 
identity 
development

Preservation of 
democracy and 
citizen 
development



Emerging Purposes of Higher Education

Preservation 
of culture, 
tradition

Knowledge 
creation and 
transmittal

Experiential 
learning for 
knowledge 
and skills

Workforce 
development

Amplify 
health and 
well-being

Forge new 
avenues of 
community 
building and 
civil society

Innovate 
and create 
solutions 
and 
advances for 
a better 
world

Define and 
cultivate 
positive 
cultural 
values for a 
new social 
era

Holistic 
personal / 
identity 
development

Preservation of 
democracy



Amplify 
health and 
well-being

How colleges and universities can foster a culture of 
health (RWJF, 2018):

• Creating a healthy campus

• Fostering an engaged campus

• Launching a grand challenge

• Embracing the role as an anchor institution

Serena Seifer, Higher Education as Catalysts, July 2018, Robert Wood Johnson Foundation.



Forge new 
avenues of 
community 
building and 
civil society

• Systems learning – University as community nexus for 
social change

• Universities as models for building diverse, equitable 
inclusive communities

• Communication as basis of human civilization



Innovate 
and create 
solutions / 
advances 

for a better 
world

• Creative universities

• Open-innovation ecosystem i.e., participatory action 
paradigms

• Engage in co-creation, co-production, co-design, co-
evaluation, collaboration, collective intelligence

Peters & Weber (Eds.) (2019).  Organization and Newness: Discourses and Ecologies of Innovation in the Creative University.  Brill/Sense.



Define / 
cultivate 
priority 
cultural 

values for a 
new social 

era • Humanistic study and reflection on culture and social change 

• Engage with the historical and novel

• Acquire, utilize, modify knowledge in a living social context

• Solve problems involving aspects that are uncertain or unknown

• Identity Sculpting = Cultural + social + personal 

• Apply all these capacities to enhance human security, social 
welfare and psychological well-being.

Peters & Weber (Eds.) (2019).  Organization and Newness: Discourses and Ecologies of Innovation in the Creative University.  Brill/Sense.



Local Purpose Conversations

o What is(are) the purpose(s) of our University?

o What would our world miss if our University wasn’t in it? 

o What purpose(s) should our University serve in our world?



Future Scenario Sketching: Focusing on our Students

FROM FUTURE TO NOW

What will our current students lives be like in 
20, 30, 40 years?

Sketch a scenario that builds out likely impacts 
of  emerging trends that can be observed now.

E.G., 

The changing nature of work

How needs for human connection will be met

Skills needed to keep up with a rapidly 
changing world (technological advancement)

FROM NOW TO FUTURE

What do higher education institutions need to do 
now to prepare our graduates for this future?

E.G., 

How can we achieve: 

- Greater work fulfillment?

- More equitable social progress?

- Interpersonal connection and fulfillment?

Adapt the scenario to define a more desired 
future.  Now what do we need to do now to 
prepare our graduates for this future?
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Welcome to the Future!  2035
Meet Jasmine, 34, BA Integrated Design, 2022

Daily life: 
Living with 
mother;
Isolated

2022 Graduation:
Economic 
recession.  
Job prospect from 
internship 
eliminated

Virtual connection to 
remote product 
design job in 
Japanese company.  
Company sold six 
months later. Job 
ended.  

Invested in a work 
broker (WB): After 
a series of work 
units, WB 
connected her with 
new business 
partner

Developed and 
opened I.M. 
More Botique: 
Immersive 
staged virtual  
shopping 
experience –
quickly moved 
from costume to 
identity design

Moves to 
Care Colony

Customer designs 
push the edges, 
raise ethical 
concerns:
– censoring causes 
outcry and threats  
– business better 
than ever
- Jasmine is in crisis

Ability 
Enhancement

Ability 
Enhancement

Ability 
Enhancement

Ability 
Enhancement

Jasmine’s identity 
crisis leads her to 
become an Identity 
Coach to help others 
through the 
disconnected and 
disorienting time she 
went through.  
Business is booming.

Ability 
Enhancement



Making 
place 
matter





Studio Gang: Memphis River Concept

https://studiogang.com/project/memphis-riverfront-concept

https://studiogang.com/project/memphis-riverfront-concept


Studio Gang: Memphis River Concept

Story Stones

“Carrying new meaning 
and awareness, and 
with new civic potential 
unlocked, they will be 
ready to help 
Memphians craft the 
next phase in the life of 
their city.”

https://studiogang.com/project/stone-stories

https://studiogang.com/project/stone-stories


There are many futures, not just one.
M. Figueroa, ALA Center for the Future of Libraries

The future is in our hands. 


