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A Future Higher Education Ecosystem  
 
 
A thought experiment 
As outlined in the National Educational Technology Plan Higher Education Supplement, the 
postsecondary education system is vibrant, with innovations occurring at colleges and 
universities, and at an array of new providers and workplaces.  While Chapter 5 of that 
document pointed at many directions this evolution could go, let’s imagine one envisioned 
future to help illuminate some of the opportunities and challenges.  Such an exercise will give 
current educators, policymakers, funders, and others some insights into where current 
investments of attention and resources could be focused.  
 
Imagine a world in which higher education was reimagined, retaining its charge to educate students for 
work and life.  But instead of a bundle of courses called a degree, it was a set of learning experiences 
curated and aggregated from the best sources worldwide.  Learning would be assembled into coherent and 
relevant sets of competencies, aligning with student goals and the broad and narrow skills that employers 
clearly articulate are necessary.  Student success would be measured by the quality of learning, with 
robust and authentic assessments that are demonstrated to be valuable both by educators and employers.  
Students would be supported along the way by the right combination of technology and human guidance, 
personalized and tailored to each student’s needs.  Student achievement data would be controlled by the 
students themselves, and responsibly used to improve and personalize learning experiences.  And these 
educational pathways would be flexible enough to fit into student lives, with progress tallied based on 
achievement, not time. 
 
A dynamic and truly student-centered ecosystem like this one is possible, allowing students the 
agency to make responsible choices about educational pathways with more information about 
the value of their options1.   However, it would require existing organizations to shift operations 
and business models, and the development of new organizations and structures.   
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
1 This should not imply that only tangible, workforce skills are important.  Rather, where competencies can and 
should be transparent they are; and when there learning experiences that are exploratory or more whimsical that is 
understood as well.  

https://tech.ed.gov/files/2017/01/Higher-Ed-NETP.pdf
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Ecosystem of the Future 
Competency frameworks: In this postsecondary ecosystem, students have the opportunity to 
choose from many paths to attain their education.  For some who want personal growth and 
general education there is a cluster of paths leading to degrees; for others that want a 
foundational set of skills before heading quickly into the workplace there is another set of 
pathways; and for those working or briefly stopping out of work to learn some new skills there 
are still other routes.  However, rather than one-size-fits-all degrees, the student selects 
competency frameworks with clearly articulated skills and assessments, which can be endorsed 
by academia, employers, or other organizations. 

This will require employers, academics, and others with a vested interest in what 
students learn to make very clear which competencies are valued--and critically, how 
they will know if students achieve these competencies.  Employers indicate that today’s 
degrees are often used as a proxy for hiring because completion suggests that a student 
had the grit to make it through a full educational program.  Instead, credentials should 
be transparent about what students have learned and how mastery was demonstrated.  
Those credentials with very transparent competency clusters and assessments will be 
recognized and valued by employers in specific areas or for specific hiring needs.  
 

Rebundling from an education marketplace: Once a student determines what they want to 
learn, they must select the best way to learn and demonstrate that learning.  Rather than going 
to a single institution located geographically nearby that developed or curated content, students 
will be able to search a marketplace for education for educational experiences that match their 
needs.  This may be a traditional classroom nearby, but it might also be a combination of 
synchronous and asynchronous online learning, with in-person or remote learning and study 
sessions with peers.  The student will amalgamate the best learning experiences worldwide to 
build a meaningful and recognized credential.  Curation and selection can be done by an 
individual, with the support of a learning organization, or algorithmically based on what has 
been demonstrated to be effective in the past.  

The fundamental difference here is that the institution need not develop the entirety of 
the learning experience for their students.  Instead, the constantly evolving marketplace 
of educational content is available, and the best resources are selected--based on the data 
of which experiences work for which students.  As more students seek educational 
content in the marketplace, network effects will draw more content providers to the 
marketplace.  New information on the quality of individual components will be more 
available with more data, increased throughput in the system, and mechanisms to 
measure and research quality. 
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Supporting students: For some students, building an educational path from competency 
frameworks and available educational tools in a marketplace may be possible.  Yet for many, 
guidance and support will be critical to ensuring a successful learning experience.  As such, 
learning organizations will support students as they select their pathways and complete their 
learning.  While some of these learning organizations may provide direct services or instruction, 
their primary function is as wrap-around support as students access the marketplace for the 
best educational content.  Some of these organizations might have very targeted populations of 
students with whom they work (e.g., veterans, students in a particular field, geographic), while 
others might serve a broad cross-sector but personalize the student experience.  Funders and 
policymakers might focus on ensuring this support is effective for the most vulnerable students.   

Supporting students will require ensuring an effective and seamless experience for 
students, across a varied and personalized network of modular providers.   

 
Data on student learning and outcomes should be controlled by the students, though the 
responsible use and sharing will be critical to ensure a well-functioning system.  As we discuss 
elsewhere in more detail, students should control the records of their learning.  Further, 
students may choose to share information about themselves with educational providers that 
allows for more personalized educational experiences.  Additionally, anonymized data about 
the success of programs will be useful for program improvements or accountability.  New 
systems to responsibly collect and use data will be necessary. 
 
 
Employers: While employment is not the only reason for postsecondary education, for many 
students getting a job or keeping pace with the evolving skill demands are critical drivers of 
postsecondary education.  Employers must take the responsibility to not only clearly articulate 
the competencies for which they hope to hire, but ensuring that competency frameworks are 
matched with assessments or other clear evidence that would demonstrate mastery.  New 
networks must ensure that these frameworks are created and updated, and usable by students, 
educators, and other employers.  In addition, some employers will find it expeditious to create 
or curate the educational content on their own, and provide it to their current and prospective 
employees.    
 


