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Reimagining Higher 
Education



What does it mean 
to have a vision for 
the future?



Covid-19

(and others)

Artificial 
Intelligence 

Marine 
Heatwaves

Micro-transport



“Our understanding of 
learning has expanded at a 
rate that has far outpaced 
our conceptions of 
teaching.”

Photo Credit: Roman Serdyuk, Unsplash

Randy Bass, “Disrupting Ourselves,” 
Educause, March/April 2012, pg. 23



LDES503: 
University as a 
Design Problem



What makes change in 
higher education hard? 

What makes 
change possible?



Problem Defining

Ideation

Design & Prototype

Implementation

TestingDesign Principles



Horizon1 
(H1)

Dominant 
Paradigm

Horizon3 
(H3)

Emerging 
Paradigm

Horizon2 
(H2) Innovations/ 

Disruptions

Source: Bill Sharpe, 2020 (2nd Ed), Three Horizons: The Patterning of Hope

THREE HORIZONS: Which mindsets should decline and 
which should emerge?
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Credit hours as measures of 
learning

MARS 60%

Access & equity to higher 
education and learning 
experiences

General education 

Separation of learning  from 
curriculum to co-curriculum

Assessment/Methods of 
improvement

Devaluation of who gets to be 
an educator on campus

Disconnect of coursework 
from real world 
learning/career prep

Rankings/Notions of prestige



Horizon 1: When business-as-
usual no longer works.

(H1)



A Case Study: General Education



“I don’t know too many jobs that the job is being well-
rounded. You know, it’s not like you’re going to go 
work at ‘Well-Rounded Inc’ or something.”

— STUDENT, WISCONSIN



Horizon1 
(H1)

Prevalence

Future

How do you 
describe gen ed?



The major is 
what matters.

A tour of the disciplines.Boring.

Delays getting 
to the good 
stuff.

From majors and life.

What’s wrong 
with gen ed?

Disconnected.



Horizon 3: Envisioning a 
mindset for a distant future



Horizon3 
(H3)

Prevalence

Future

How would you 
like to describe 

gen ed?
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Hands-on application 
of ideas

Encouragement to 
think for oneself

59%

56%

The characteristics of a 
well-rounded education
that help a “great deal” 
for career success…

42% vs. 29%
Employers under age 40 vs. 
employers 50+ yrs of age

Engaging in community-
based experiences

Source: Finley, A., 2023, “The Career Ready-Graduate: What 
Employers Say About The Difference College Makes,” AAC&U



Knowledge of liberal arts 
disciplines is “very important”
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Knowledge from addressing 
real-life problems, 
regardless of discipline

MARS

66%

60%

Knowledge from 
thinking across 
disciplines 53%
Knowledge STEM 
fields 49%
Knowledge of liberal 
arts disciplines 36%

Source: Finley, A., 2023, The Career Ready-Graduate: What Employers Say About The Difference College Makes, AAC&U

37%

44%

23%



“VERY IMPORTANT” SKILLS FOR CAREER SUCCESS

68%
69%
70%

73%
73%
73%
74%

76%
77%
77%

79%
80%
81%
81%

Leadership roles
Integrating & applying ideas

Locating & evaluating info
Analyzing & interpreting data

Ethical judgment
Utilizing technology/digital media

Complex problem-solving
Creativity & innovation

Working with people from diff. bkgrds.
Written communication

Critical thinking
Teamwork

Adaptability/flexibiliity
Oral communication

% = Scores of 8-10Source: Finley, A., 2023, Forthcoming, The Career Ready-Graduate: What 
Employers Say About The Difference College Makes, AAC&U
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PERSISTENCE

MOTIVATION 
& INITIATIVE

SELF-
AWARENESS

81% 79%

77% 73%

Emotional Intelligence 72%

Comfort with diverse 
perspectives 69%

% = Scores of 8-10
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53%
56%
57%
58%
58%

61%
65%
65%

68%
70%
71%

Project/exp. addessing global issues
Research w/ faculty

Engaged w/ community org./project
Comprehensive senior project/capstone

Had courses w/ significant writing
Served as peer mentor/advisor

Developed portfolio
Worked w/ people from diverse bkgrds

Held leadership role
Internship/Apprenticeship

Job/work study

Much More Likely to Consider Candidate with…

= Scored avg. 16 pts higher by employers under 40 vs. those 50+
% = Scores of 8-10



H2: What defines 
innovation/disruption?



Horizon2 
(H2) Innovations/ 

Disruptions

What influences have 
“disrupted” higher ed?





36%
US adults have “A Great 

Deal”/“Quite A Lot” of  
confidence in higher education

Source: Gallup Poll, July 11, 2023



What makes a problem 
a wicked problem?

There is no exhaustive list of solutions.

Solutions are not true or false; just good
or bad.

There is no stopping point for the solution.

“The formulation of a wicked problem is the 
problem.”

“The aim is not to find the truth, but to 
improve some characteristic of the world.”



Horizon1 
(H1)

Gen Ed as a 
checklist

Horizon3 
(H3)

Gen ed as 
integrated and 

practical

Horizon2 
(H2) Labor force 

innovation

Source: Bill Sharpe, 2020 (2nd Ed), Three Horizons: The Patterning of Hope

THREE HORIZONS: Which mindsets should decline and 
which should emerge?

AI

Public opinion 
of higher ed

Access to 
credentials

Racial/social 
injustice



Photo Credit: Roman Serdyuk, Unsplash

What mindset no longer 
suits current needs? (H1)

What represents a 
paradigm shift? (H3)

What constitutes real 
innovation? (H2)



~ Mary Shelley

“Invention, it must be 
humbly admitted, does 
not consist in creating 
out of the void, but out 
of chaos.”


