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			Preface

			We are entering a transformation that reaches far beyond educational reform. The Intelligent Age, shaped by artificial intelligence, exponential technologies, and deep societal change, questions the very purpose of universities, the role of professors, and the expectations placed on students. It challenges not only how we teach but why we educate.

			Higher education stands at a decisive moment. Universities can help societies master the Intelligent Age, or risk losing relevance and public trust. What is at stake is not only employability or institutional prestige but the capacity of societies to preserve truth, cultivate judgment, and sustain human and democratic values in a technology-driven world.

			This book is written from a clear conviction: incremental adjustments are no longer sufficient. Artificial intelligence is transforming how knowledge is created, validated, and shared. Universities must therefore rethink their mission, moving beyond episodic education toward lifelong learning, interdisciplinary integration, and responsibility toward society.

			The perspective offered here is shaped by my own path as a professor and by decades of close engagement with universities worldwide, as well as by my work in building and leading global institutions. It also draws on my reflections in Restoring Truth and Trust in the Intelligent Age, arguing that technological progress must be accompanied by a renewed commitment to truth, responsibility, and institutional integrity.

			Yet the central challenge of the Intelligent Age is not technological; it is human. Our ability to compute and optimize has advanced faster than our ability to contextualize, exercise judgment, and act responsibly. Professors must increasingly serve as mentors and ethical guides; students must become active co-creators of their learning; universities must reclaim their role as institutions of wisdom and public purpose.

			This book speaks not only to academic leaders, professors, and students but also to parents, policymakers, business leaders, and citizens. The future of innovation, social cohesion, and democratic resilience depends on how higher education evolves.

			This book is dedicated to my wife, Hilde, who accompanied me through my first years as a young professor in the early 1970s and joined me in founding the World Economic Forum. For more than 55 years, she has been my closest partner, intellectually and personally. Her belief in social entrepreneurship, her commitment to environmental responsibility, and her respect for cultural roots have profoundly influenced my thinking and work.

			I am grateful to my editor, Fabienne Stassen, for her clarity of judgment and thoughtful guidance, and to Rana Ammari and Matthias Lüfkens for their support and constructive assistance.

			This book offers neither nostalgia nor technological utopias. It offers reflection, orientation, and direction at a moment when the future of education, and of the societies it serves, has never mattered more.

			Preface to the Intelligent Age Series

			Humanity is experiencing one of the most profound transitions in human history. The shift from the Industrial Age to the Intelligent Age is not an incremental evolution; it is a systemic and disruptive transformation. It affects how we work, how we learn, how we communicate, how we govern, how we age, and how we live together. And it is happening at unprecedented speed.

			This volume is part of a broader effort – the Intelligent Age Series – dedicated to understanding and responding to the major consequences of this transition. The series is not merely descriptive; it is designed to guide. It is intended to equip people and institutions with the clarity, examples, and ethical orientation they need to navigate a world in flux. My ambition is not only to make the change understandable but to make it actionable, by framing the essential questions and offering pathways for informed adaptation.

			In undertaking this work, I return in a sense to my original professional roots. My academic training as a systems engineer taught me to think in terms of complexity, interdependence, and long-term transformation. That systems perspective remains central to how I understand the deep, structural shift we are now experiencing, a shift that cannot be explained by technology alone.

			Many readers may recall my earlier book, The Fourth Industrial Revolution, which was translated into 37 languages and helped frame the conversation about the convergence of emerging technologies. But in this series, I go beyond describing a new phase of industrial development. I argue that we are entering an entirely new age, in the same way that humanity once moved from the agricultural era to the industrial one. This transformation is not just about automation, artificial intelligence, or data; it is about a different way of life.

			My motivation for this series is simple yet urgent: to help people better understand the scale and depth of this transformation and prepare themselves – mentally, practically, and ethically – for the world ahead. The changes will affect everyone, but not equally. That is why I chose an approach that not only integrates the best available global knowledge but also builds frameworks tailored to specific groups, those who are especially impacted or who hold special responsibilities during this transition. Forthcoming volumes will explore how the Intelligent Age is transforming key areas of human endeavor, including companionship, business, social entrepreneurship, and leadership, among other subjects central to our shared future.

			In each of these books, I take full responsibility for the conceptual framework. I have ensured that each topic is explored through a coherent vision of the Intelligent Age, with a focus on both reflection and practical guidance. To support this process, I have used ChatGPT and other generative AI tools – not as substitutes for human thinking but as amplifiers of insight and integration. They have enabled me to draw on a broad spectrum of global sources, examples, and data, which I have curated into a unified and accessible approach.

			Throughout the series, I have taken care to attribute ideas to their original sources. If any citation is incomplete or missing, I welcome corrections. Intellectual integrity and transparency are central to my work.

			Understanding that readers may engage with individual volumes or chapters based on their interests, I have structured each chapter to stand alone while still contributing to the larger whole. Every part of the series reinforces the project’s core messages and ethical purpose.

			The spiritual guidance behind this work remains deeply personal. While the tools are technological, the compass is human. The values, questions, and concerns reflected in these pages are grounded in my lifelong belief that progress must serve people – not the other way around.

			That belief guided more than 50 years of my work as the Founder and Executive Chairman of the World Economic Forum, where my wife Hilde and I dedicated ourselves fully to the mission of improving the state of the world. Now, having stepped back from active leadership, I continue that mission in a different form, through reflection, writing, and public engagement.

			The ultimate purpose – and perhaps the dream – that animates this work is to use the transition to the Intelligent Age as a launchpad for a new human renaissance. By this I do not mean a “superhuman” society driven by perfectionist ideals or technological determinism. I mean a society with more space, more opportunity, and greater responsibility to cultivate what makes us truly human: empathy, imagination, ethics, dignity, and cooperation.

			I am fully aware that rapid change often triggers fear and defensive reactions. We are witnessing this all around us: politically, socially, and economically. But I believe in constructive optimism: the conviction that the future can be more humane, more inclusive, and more sustainable if we are willing to shape it with foresight and intention.

			The Intelligent Age is not a threat. It is an opportunity. But we must first take the time, and assume the responsibility, to understand what it truly means.

			Klaus Schwab

			Geneva, March 2026

			Introduction: A Call to Action for Systems Change

			Around the world, a quiet but profound competition is underway. Nations are no longer competing only on natural resources, manufacturing strength, or financial capital; they are increasingly competing on their capacity to learn, adapt, and innovate. In this emerging landscape, which we call the Intelligent Age, education systems, and especially universities, have become decisive factors for global competitiveness.

			The Intelligent Age is characterized by breakthroughs in artificial intelligence (AI), data science, biotechnology, and advanced connectivity, alongside sweeping demographic and environmental changes. These forces are transforming every sector of the economy and every part of society. The World Economic Forum’s Future of Jobs work, for example, estimates that close to 40% of core job skills will change by 2030, as digital and green transitions reshape labor markets. In such a world, the strength of a country lies less in what it owns today and more in what its people are able to learn and create tomorrow.

			Yet, education systems, and particularly universities, are historically slow-moving institutions. They are among the most enduring organizations in human history, with structures and traditions built up over centuries. National education systems have developed layer upon layer of laws, curricula, qualifications, and professional norms. Millions of lives and livelihoods are tied into these arrangements: teachers and professors, administrators, unions, accreditation agencies, ministries, examination boards, parents, students, and employers. Any attempt to reshape such systems is therefore not just a technical reform; it is a political, social, and cultural undertaking.

			This book begins from a dual recognition:

			
					Reshaping national education systems, and universities in particular, is crucial for global competitiveness in the Intelligent Age.

					Doing so is extraordinarily difficult because it means changing, quite radically, complex systems that have grown over many years and involve many actors.

			

			It is precisely this tension, between the urgent need for change and the immense inertia of existing structures, that frames the analysis and proposals in the chapters that follow. The argument is that incremental adjustments will not be enough. The Intelligent Age demands systems change: rethinking how education is organized, governed, funded, and experienced, from early childhood to lifelong learning.

			Education, Economic Growth, Social Stability and Individual Well-Being: A Single Fabric

			The case for systems change in education is not only about labor markets or keeping pace with advances in AI. It rests on the deep interrelation between education, economic growth, social stability, and individual well-being.

			Economic research over several decades has consistently shown that investment in education is a major driver of long-term growth and competitiveness. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) notes that high-quality lifelong learning “underpins economic competitiveness” and is “a foundation for inclusive, resilient, and future-ready societies.”[1] Education builds human capital – knowledge, skills, and competencies – which in turn fuel innovation, productivity, and entrepreneurship. Countries that invest sustainably and equitably in education tend to enjoy stronger employment outcomes, higher wages, and more dynamic economies. In the Intelligent Age, where advanced skills and adaptability are at a premium, the link between education and economic success is tightening, not loosening.

			But education’s impact extends far beyond GDP. It is also a cornerstone of social cohesion and stability. The European Commission emphasizes that education “plays a critical role in individual and societal prosperity” and is essential for social cohesion, trust, and democratic resilience.[2] People who have access to quality education are better equipped to participate constructively in civic life, to understand and navigate differences, and to resist manipulation in an age of misinformation. Conversely, educational exclusion or failure can contribute to social fragmentation and unrest. Youth unemployment, regional disparities in educational opportunity, and the sense of being “left behind” by technological change all feed grievances that can destabilize societies.

			UNESCO goes further in placing lifelong learning at the heart of a sustainable, peaceful future. Its recent publications describe lifelong learning as essential for alleviating poverty and hunger, addressing the climate crisis, and fostering peaceful societies. It is not a luxury but a structural requirement for sustainable development. Education and learning from early childhood through adulthood are seen as vital to equipping people to adapt to change, to care for their environment, and to live together peacefully.

			On the individual level, education is intimately connected to well-being and life chances. Good schooling and higher education provide foundational skills – literacy, numeracy, socio-emotional competencies – that are not only essential for work but for health, family life, and personal autonomy. People with higher levels of education tend, on average, to enjoy better health, longer lives, more stable employment, and greater life satisfaction. Meanwhile, the attitude of being a “lifelong learner” – being curious, adaptable, willing to upskill and reskill – can make the difference between thriving and struggling in a rapidly changing world. The OECD’s Education Policy Outlook 2025 stresses that lifelong learning contributes simultaneously to personal development, sustainable economic growth, and social cohesion. These are not separate agendas. They are interwoven.

			In short, education is not one policy sector among many. It is the fabric that connects economic vitality, social stability, and individual flourishing. If we neglect this fabric, it frays. If we invest in and redesign it intelligently, it can support a more prosperous, just, and resilient future.

			The Tremendous Challenge of Changing Complex Education Systems

			Acknowledging the centrality of education does not make reform any easier. On the contrary, once we see how many interests and institutions depend on the current system, we recognize why change has often been slow, fragmented, and contested.

			National education systems and universities have been built up over decades or centuries, layer by layer, through policies, traditions, and compromises. They are path-dependent, and decisions made long ago (about who attends, what is taught, how institutions are funded) shape what is possible today. Universities, in particular, have distinctive cultures and governance structures that balance academic autonomy and external accountability. They are simultaneously local and global, embedded in national laws and cultures yet part of international academic networks and competition.

			Moreover, these systems involve an array of actors, each with their own priorities:

			
					Governments and policymakers, responsible for regulation and funding, often juggling short-term political cycles with long-term educational goals;

					Universities and their leadership, navigating financial pressures, reputational rankings, academic norms, and stakeholder demands;

					Professors and researchers, with professional identities tied to disciplinary traditions, academic freedom, and the dual roles of teaching and research;

					Students and their families, making high-stakes decisions about education amid concerns about cost, relevance, and future employability;

					Employers and industry bodies, pressing for skills that match a changing labor market, but sometimes slow to invest in training themselves;

					Accreditation agencies, unions, philanthropic organizations, and international bodies, each adding layers of influence and constraint.

			

			These multilayered systems are complex adaptive structures: changes in one part can produce unexpected consequences elsewhere. Actors adapt to reforms in ways that can blunt or divert their impact. It is therefore unsurprising that efforts to reform schooling and universities, even when well-intentioned and evidence-based, often yield only modest gains or unintended side effects. For example, policies promoting standardization and accountability may improve some metrics but stifle creativity. Market-based reforms may increase choice for some but also deepen inequalities.

			The transition to the Intelligent Age adds another layer of complexity because change must occur at multiple levels at once:

			
					Macro level: national policies on funding, digital infrastructure, and regulatory frameworks for new credentials and providers;

					Meso level: institutional strategies, governance reforms, new program designs, and partnerships;

					Micro level: classroom pedagogies, faculty roles, student support practices, and day-to-day uses of technology.

			

			Each of these levels involves different actors, incentives, and constraints. Designing coherent change across them is a systems challenge, not a simple optimization problem.

			The OECD’s Trends Shaping Education series underscores that education systems are being buffeted by many external forces – demographic shifts, climate change, technological revolutions, political volatility – and invites policymakers to reflect on “how global trends might transform education and how education can shape a better future.”[3] Similarly, UNESCO and the World Economic Forum call for “systems change,” not just programmatic tweaks, to prepare learners for future demands. Systems change implies rethinking fundamental aspects of how education is conceived, delivered, and governed, and doing so in ways that are coherent and sustained.

			Yet, this change is possible. Other sectors (such as energy or transportation) have undergone rapid transformation when technological, economic, and political conditions aligned. Education, however, is more deeply entwined with cultural norms and identity, making it slower to shift. The challenge is to mobilize a broad coalition of actors around a shared vision of what education, and universities in particular, must become in the Intelligent Age, while respecting the best of their traditions.

			A Call to Action

			This book is written as a call to action for systems change in higher education, grounded in a careful analysis of current trends and an appreciation of what is at stake. It is addressed to a wide audience: university leaders, professors, students, policymakers, employers, and anyone concerned with the future of learning and society. The chapters tackle key dimensions of the necessary transformation, including:

			
					The landscape of the transition from the Industrial Age university to the Intelligent Age university, situating universities in the Intelligent Age.

					The forces, such as AI, intelligent tools, automation, personalization, and digitalization but also demographics, labor market shifts and global crises, that are reshaping the roles of professors and students and redefining the concept of “higher learning” and the “campus.”

					The new skill sets required of graduates and professors, blending cognitive, technological, and socio-emotional competencies, and the ways universities must adapt curricula and teaching to cultivate them.

					Lifelong learning and the role of universities in supporting learners across the lifespan, as initial education alone is no longer sufficient and continuous reskilling and upskilling become imperative.

					Continuous professional development for educators, essential for faculty to develop new competencies amid rapidly changing teaching contexts.

					Global university partnerships, alliances, and cooperation, and the need for institutional structures to become more agile, inclusive, and mission-driven while upholding academic values.

					The expanding role of universities as anchors of global responsibility in areas such as climate action, human rights, public health, social justice, and peace, and the political and ethical complexities this role entails.

			

			The final chapters present possible futures – optimistic, pragmatic, and dystopian scenarios – to show how different choices could lead to very different outcomes for higher education and society by 2040, and then synthesize these strands into a blueprint for the Intelligent Age university. This blueprint includes a coherent set of design principles and practical steps that institutions and systems can take to move toward the more hopeful paths. In returning to the humanistic heart of education, we’re reminded what must never be lost amid change: the cultivation of human curiosity, compassion, justice, and the appreciation of beauty.

			This is neither a purely theoretical treatise nor a technocratic manual. It is diagnostic and prescriptive:

			
					Diagnostic, in that it critically examines where universities and education systems stand, what forces are shaping them, and where current trajectories may lead.

					Prescriptive, in that it argues for an ambitious but realistic systems change agenda, illustrating how actors at all levels can push in coherent directions.

			

			It is important to stress that systems change in education does not mean discarding all that exists and starting from scratch. Rather, it means identifying and rethinking key leverage points: structures that can be redesigned, incentives that can be realigned, practices that can be expanded or phased out, and narratives that need to shift. For example, shifting from a credential-centric to a skills-first approach in labor markets and education, as emerging OECD work suggests, is one such leverage point. A second is transitioning from an exclusive focus on degrees to recognizing modular and lifelong learning pathways. A third is moving from hierarchical decision-making to distributed, participatory governance in universities.

			We are, in short, at a critical juncture. If we view education as the quiet background of national life, we will miss an opportunity and risk being overtaken by events. If we instead recognize education, and universities especially, as strategic systems to be redesigned for the Intelligent Age, we can harness their power to support economic dynamism, social stability, and individual well-being together.

			Education is not a peripheral sector. It is the central system that shapes all others. To change it is difficult, but not to change it would be far more costly. This book invites the reader to join in the reflection and, more importantly, in the work of change.

			PART I 

			THE GREAT TRANSFORMATION

			Chapter 1 

			From the Industrial Age University to the Intelligent Age University

			In the late 19th and 20th centuries, the modern university as we know it was forged in the image of an industrial society. Its structures and practices mirrored the needs and logic of the Industrial Age, emphasizing efficiency, hierarchy, and scale. Universities became centralized campuses on fixed schedules (semesters and class times) where knowledge was delivered in one-to-many lectures. As higher-education scholar Arthur Levine observes, the university, like other major social institutions of the Industrial Age, “was created for an industrial society” and worked well in that context but, today, “buffeted by dramatic changes in demography, the economy, technology, and globalization,” it increasingly appears out of step with the times.[4] In an era now defined by digital information and intelligent technologies, these once effective industrial-era institutions are under growing pressure to be refitted for a transformed world.

			To understand the needed transformation, we must first understand the historical model and the legacy of the Industrial Age university. The Industrial Age university was built on a set of assumptions suited to a world of scarce knowledge and manual processes. This chapter examines the logic and architecture of this legacy model: its mass production approach to educating the masses, standardized curricula, expert-centered pedagogy, and one-way knowledge transmission. It then turns to the emergence of the new Intelligent Age of higher education, shaped by artificial intelligence (AI), digital networks, and knowledge abundance, which is disrupting those old assumptions. The traditional model of higher education is confronting a crisis of relevance, engagement, and cost, forcing a reexamination of its mission. This chapter further considers how AI and other emerging technologies are reshaping teaching, learning, and even the design of institutions themselves. It ends with reflections on what must change at a deeper level: not only adopting new tools but rethinking the culture, mission, and values of higher education for the Intelligent Age.

			The Industrial Model of Higher Education: Mass Production of Learning

			By the mid-20th century, universities had adopted a mass-production model of education. In the decades following World War II, access to higher education expanded dramatically. This massification saw global university enrollments soar from roughly 100 million at the turn of the 21st century to a projected 414 million by 2030, a 314% increase in just 30 years.[5] (For historical perspective, only about 32 million students were enrolled worldwide in 1970, underscoring how rapidly higher education expanded in the late Industrial Age.[6]) Governments invested in public universities, and new institutions sprang up to accommodate burgeoning demand. The implicit goal was to educate the masses efficiently, much as factories of the era aimed to mass-produce goods.

			Standardization became a defining feature of this model. Just as industrial factories followed standardized processes and interchangeable parts, universities developed uniform curricula, credit-hour systems, and grading schemes. Bachelor’s degrees were structured as four-year programs with defined course sequences; departments established core requirements that all students in a discipline had to complete. This standardization enabled scalability; classes could be large and a curriculum replicated across many institutions. An introductory “101” calculus or history course was expected to cover roughly the same material regardless of which campus or which professor taught it. Such consistency ensured that a degree from one accredited university was ostensibly equivalent to the same degree elsewhere in terms of content and rigor. The academic calendar, too, was standardized: semesters of approximately 15 weeks, meeting three times a week for 50-minute lectures (a pattern still common today).[7] These fixed schedules were born in an era when learning was tied to a place (campus classrooms) and time (the scheduled class hour), a sharp contrast to the anytime/anywhere mindset of today’s learners.

			Crucially, the Industrial Age university was faculty- and expert-centered. Education followed a broadcast model of knowledge transfer. The professor, as subject-matter expert, stood at the front of the lecture hall delivering information, while students took notes and absorbed the content. It was a one-way flow of knowledge from teacher to student, often described as the “sage-on-the-stage” approach. As aptly described, universities in this paradigm embrace the Cartesian vision of learning in which “knowledge is a kind of substance and . . . pedagogy [is] the best way to transfer this substance from teachers to students.”[8] In other words, information was treated almost like an industrial product to be packaged by experts and transmitted to relatively passive consumers (students). The ideal student was expected to be a receptive vessel, diligently attending lectures, reading assigned texts, and reproducing the transmitted knowledge in examinations. Educator Paulo Freire famously critiqued this as the “banking” concept of education, in which students are depositories for knowledge deposits made by teachers (the depositors), a model that stifles critical inquiry and creativity.[9] While Freire’s work focused on earlier schooling, the metaphor aptly captures the university lecture dynamic of the 20th century.

			Mass lectures exemplified this one-way transfer. It was not unusual for introductory courses at large universities to pack hundreds of students into auditoriums. The format maximized efficiency – one professor could “deliver” education to many students at once – but at the cost of interaction. Studies began to show that such passive instruction was suboptimal for learning. (For instance, research as early as the 1990s found that students in conventionally taught, lecture-heavy courses learned less and were less engaged than those with interactive, technology-enhanced instruction.) Yet the lecture format persisted as the default, in part due to entrenched norms and the lack of viable alternatives that could be adopted broadly in the pre-digital era.

			Another pillar of the industrial model was the expert-driven curriculum. Faculty, often organized into disciplinary departments, determined what constituted essential knowledge in their field and designed courses accordingly. The curriculum was compartmentalized by disciplines (reflecting the industrial-era trend toward specialization and departmental silos). It was “provider-driven:” the university decided what students needed to learn and how they would learn it.[10] Students had limited choice beyond selecting a field of study. Most of the pathway was predefined by “the experts.” This reflected a paternalistic assumption that professor knows best (analogous to “doctor knows best” in the paternalistic model of medicine).[11] As one university president observed, traditional academia long held the view that the ideal college experience was “Mark Hopkins [a legendary 19th-century professor] at one end of a log and a student on the other,” emphasizing the centrality of the wise teacher imparting truth to the individual student.[12]

			This industrial-era design did achieve remarkable successes. It enabled the higher education of millions and contributed to economic growth and social mobility in the 20th century. The research university model, pioneered in Industrial Age Germany and the United States, led to tremendous scientific and technological advances. However, it was fundamentally suited to a world in which knowledge was relatively scarce and authority was centralized. Universities were gatekeepers to advanced knowledge (via libraries, laboratories, and certified experts) at a time when information was not freely accessible. The professor’s role as primary source of expertise made sense when students could not “Google” answers or take a free online course from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). The system also assumed that the knowledge imparted in a four-year degree would equip graduates for decades-long careers in relatively stable professions, an assumption that held truer when technological change was slower and careers were more linear than they are now.

			By the end of the 20th century, cracks in this model were becoming evident. The push for greater access (for equity and the democratization of higher education) meant ever more diverse students entering university, often with needs not well served by one-size-fits-all teaching. At the same time, society was transitioning from the industrial economy to an information economy. Personal computers, then the internet, began to reshape how information is produced and shared. The stage was set for a new paradigm to emerge, one that would challenge the fundamental logic of the Industrial Age university. Before examining that new paradigm, we turn to the forces ushering in what we might call the Intelligent Age of higher education.

			The Dawn of the Intelligent Age: AI, Networks, and Knowledge Abundance

			We are living through a historic transformation often likened to the Fourth Industrial Revolution but which might more aptly be called the “Intelligent Age”. This era is defined by the convergence of digital networks, ubiquitous computing, and AI. In contrast to the mechanization and standardization of the Industrial Age, the Intelligent Age is characterized by automation, personalization, and connectivity on a global scale. The implications for universities are profound. Knowledge, once a scarce commodity guarded by academia, is now abundant and accessible to billions at the click of a button. Learning is no longer confined by physical libraries or campus walls; it flows through the internet’s vast repositories, open online courses, and collaborative platforms. The role of the university is thus shifting from knowledge provider to sense-maker and mentor in an age of information overload.

			Several key shifts mark the emergence of the Intelligent Age university:

			Knowledge abundance and openness: The internet and digital media have unleashed exponential growth in information. A college lecture or textbook is no longer the only gateway to learning a subject. Students can find countless tutorials, scholarly articles, videos, and forums on any topic. Open educational resources and initiatives like MIT’s OpenCourseWare (its free online repository of teaching resources, launched in 2002) have made high-quality course materials available worldwide. Today, every student “has at his or her fingertips the most powerful tool for discovery . . . Like Gutenberg’s printing press, the web democratizes learning.”[13] This knowledge abundance undermines the monopoly universities once had on advanced learning. It invites a more learner-centric approach, since motivated individuals can increasingly learn anywhere, anytime (often for free or low cost) if provided with guidance and tools. The open-access movement even led a former MIT president, Charles Vest, to foresee “the early emergence of a meta-university – a transcendent, accessible, empowering, dynamic, communally constructed framework of open materials and platforms on which much of higher education worldwide can be constructed or enhanced.” In other words, a global network of shared knowledge is forming, enabled by the internet, that challenges the closed, insular model of individual universities.

			AI and intelligent tools: If the last century’s advances were powered by mechanization and electricity, today’s are driven by algorithms and AI. In education, AI promises to revolutionize both teaching and administration. AI tutors and assistants can provide personalized support on a widespread basis, something impossible in the one-teacher-to-many-students model. For example, at Georgia Tech (USA) in 2016, students in an online course were astonished by the responsiveness and accuracy of a teaching assistant named “Jill Watson,” who turned out to be an AI system built on IBM’s Watson platform.[14] Jill (one of nine teaching assistants in the class) answered routine questions on the forum with 97% accuracy, and students didn’t realize their helpful assistant wasn’t human. This early experiment demonstrated how AI could handle routine learner inquiries and free human instructors for more complex interactions. Today, AI-driven learning platforms are becoming mainstream. MIT, for instance, has developed the AI-enabled learning platform MIT Learn, which offers over 12,700 educational resources with an intelligent helper called “AskTIM.” AskTIM can recommend content and even act as a tutor, answering students’ queries about a lecture, creating flashcards for practice, and delivering rapid summaries to help review material.[15] These tools exemplify the adaptive learning systems now emerging: software that adjusts to each learner’s pace and style, much like a personal tutor would, thereby moving away from the industrial one-size-for-all approach. Early evidence is promising: studies of adaptive learning platforms have reported substantial gains in learning efficiency and retention (sometimes on the order of 30%-40% although results vary across contexts) as they tailor instruction to individual needs. AI is also being applied to grading (e.g., auto-grading essays or problem sets), to administrative tasks like advising (chatbots answering questions around the clock about course requirements), and to early warning systems that predict which students are at risk of failing so that interventions can be made. In short, AI is enabling a shift from mass education to mass personalization, something experts have long called for.

			Digital transformation and new modalities: The Intelligent Age also means that learning modalities are diversifying beyond the traditional classroom. The rapid move to online teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic accelerated universities’ adoption of digital platforms. Hybrid and fully online degree programs are now far more common and respected. Virtual labs, simulations, and educational games can let students practice skills in immersive environments. Videoconferencing enables global classrooms in which students and professors from different continents meet in real time. Collaboration tools allow group projects with members spread across the world. All these would have been inconceivable in the pre-network era. Furthermore, continuous and lifelong learning is becoming the norm. In the Industrial Age model, formal education was largely concentrated in early life; one earned a degree and then entered a stable career. In the Intelligent Age, with technology rapidly obsoleting certain tasks, the useful lifespan of many skills has dropped to five years or less.[16] Workers must reskill and upskill regularly. This in turn is pushing universities to move from one-time degrees toward more flexible, modular offerings. We see growth in micro-credentials (short, skill-focused qualifications), certificates, and stackable modules (learning units that can be combined into larger qualifications) that learners can pursue throughout their careers. Universities are experimenting with offering access to courses for alumni and mid-career professionals, effectively extending their educational mission beyond traditional full-time students.

			Global networks and collaboration: The Intelligent Age is inherently networked and global. Higher education institutions are forming consortia and alliances to leverage each other’s strengths and create broader opportunities for students. A powerful example is the European Universities initiative, a program funded and coordinated by the European Commission. Launched in 2019, this initiative had, by 2025, grown to include 65 transnational alliances involving over 570 institutions in 35 countries, collectively educating 11 million students.[17] These European Universities alliances aim to create European interuniversity campuses where students and staff can move seamlessly between institutions, engaging in joint programs and shared research. Such alliances represent a move toward the meta-university vision, dissolving barriers between universities to form a collaborative network that is more than the sum of its parts. For students, this might mean, for example, enrolling in one alliance and being able to take courses (physically or online) at any partner campus, with full credit transfer and a unified degree. This is a significant departure from the siloed, competitive model of universities in the 20th century. In the Intelligent Age, the emphasis is shifting to openness, sharing, and the co-creation of knowledge across institutional and national borders.

			In summary, the Intelligent Age is defined by conditions nearly opposite to those of the Industrial Age: where the old model assumed scarcity of knowledge, we now have abundance; where it assumed learners are homogeneous masses, we now have tools for personalization; where it assumed local, physical, one-way teaching, we now have global, virtual, interactive learning. These changes set the stage for why the traditional model of the university is under severe strain, and why many argue it is in crisis.

			The Crisis of the Traditional Model: Relevance, Engagement, and Cost

			Decades into the digital transformation, it has become evident that the traditional Industrial Age model of higher education is struggling to meet the needs of contemporary society. The challenges are multifold: economic, pedagogical, and perceptual. Many observers now speak of a crisis of relevance for universities. Below are some of the critical pressures undermining the old model:

			Relevance and skills mismatch: One of the starkest indictments of the status quo is the growing gap between what universities teach and the skills that graduates need in the modern workforce. Employers increasingly complain that many graduates lack practical skills, creativity, teamwork experience, or a global mindset, capabilities essential in today’s economy. A recent large-scale survey of employers and young alumni in the United States found that 75% of human resources leaders believe most college programs do not adequately prepare students for work. In addition, 96% think colleges should play a stronger role in preparing people for professional life.[18] From the graduates’ perspective, the sentiment is similarly critical: only 24% of recent college graduates in that survey reported feeling fully equipped with the skills required for their current job. In fact, a stunning 77% reported that they gained more knowledge and skills in the first six months at work than in their entire four-year college education. Such statistics highlight a major skills mismatch. The traditional curriculum, often heavy on theory and light on hands-on application, isn’t delivering the competencies or confidence students need upon graduation. Graduates themselves recognize this: 85% said they would have liked their college to prepare them more effectively for professional life, and a majority felt their tertiary education had not prepared them for their current job. This dissatisfaction is further evidenced by the fact that 94% of recent U.S. graduates have some regret about their degree or how it prepared them. Many feel they chose the wrong field of study and that it has negatively affected their career and even mental health. Collectively, these findings suggest a crisis of relevance: universities appear out of sync with fast-changing industry needs and the expectations of the “digital native” generation. In a dynamic economy where entire industries can be upended by technology (consider how AI is reshaping fields like finance, marketing, or software development), an inflexible college curriculum struggles to keep pace. The old model’s focus on front-loaded, discipline-specific knowledge seems increasingly anachronistic when what’s needed is continuous learning, interdisciplinary thinking, and adaptability.

			Changes in student engagement and satisfaction: Hand in hand with relevance is the issue of altering student engagement and satisfaction. Today’s students have grown up in interactive, user-driven digital environments. They are accustomed to active learning by doing, whether through video games, social media collaboration, or exploring information on their own. The passive lecture model thus feels increasingly alien and unsatisfying to them. As university librarian Richard Sweeney observed, “today’s students . . . reject one-way lectures” and expect learning to be tailored to their style and needs.[19] When universities cling to predominantly lecture-based pedagogy, students often respond with disinterest or by seeking alternatives. The rise of online platforms and educational content on YouTube or Coursera means that if a classroom experience is boring or not useful, students can and do look elsewhere for learning. Surveys reflect this disengagement. Academic publishing company Wiley in its State of the Student 2022 survey, for instance, found that a significant proportion of learners (55% of undergraduate and 38% of graduate students) report having difficulty staying interested and engaged in class, believing that “material more directly connected to real-life issues could help solve the problem” (although on the positive side, those engaged in research projects or collaborative learning report much higher satisfaction).[20] Moreover, student expectations around agency in learning have shifted. Unlike in the past when faculty unilaterally set the curriculum, students now increasingly want to co-create their educational paths, choosing courses and learning formats, and even contributing to content (e.g., through class discussions, projects, and feedback loops). Traditional universities, which are provider-driven, have been slow to adapt to this consumer-driven attitude.[21] The result is a cultural clash: students as “digital natives” operate around the clock in a networked world and value outcomes (mastery, skills) over time spent, whereas universities still often measure education in time units (credit hours, semesters) and focus on teaching process over learning outcomes. When students find their colleges out of step with how they live and learn, dissatisfaction grows. This can manifest in increased mental health issues, higher dropout rates, or simply a transactional attitude toward college (“Just tell me what I need to do to get the degree”) rather than genuine intellectual engagement. In extreme but telling cases, some students and faculty have started labeling certain educational practices as “obsolete” or “industrial” and calling for radical reinvention. For example, student protests in some countries have targeted rote learning and outdated curricula as part of demands for the decolonization and democratization of education.

			Cost and affordability crisis: Even if a student is motivated to attend college, the economic barrier has become a towering hurdle in many parts of the world, especially in the United States. The cost of college has been rising far faster than inflation or family incomes for decades. From 1980 to 2020, the inflation-adjusted cost of tuition, fees, plus room and board for an undergraduate degree in the United States rose by 169%.[22] To put that into perspective, a year of college that cost $10,000 (in today’s dollars) in 1980 costs roughly $27,000-$30,000 today. This outpaces growth in wages. While college costs jumped approximately 170% since 1980, one report noted that the earnings of young adults (aged 22–27) rose only about 19% in the same period.[23] The result is an affordability gap that forces families and students to take on substantial debt or forego higher education. Student debt has ballooned to unprecedented levels: as of early 2025, U.S. student loan borrowers owed a collective $1.64 trillion.[24] This debt burden can take decades to repay, delaying graduates’ ability to buy homes, start businesses, or save for retirement. The high cost feeds directly into the perceived value of a college degree. When a bachelor’s degree might saddle someone with tens of thousands of dollars in loans, people rightly ask whether it’s worth it. Recent polling suggests public confidence is eroding. A Gallup survey in 2025 found that only 35% of Americans now believe a college education is “very important,” down sharply from 75% in 2010.[25] In other words, in 15 years the share of the public attaching high importance to college fell by more than half. Cost was cited as a factor driving this change in attitudes. Stories of college graduates struggling to find good jobs or working low-paying jobs unrelated to their field of study, all while struggling to pay off debt, have become disturbingly common. This fuels a narrative that the traditional university is overpriced and underdelivering. Indeed, alternative pathways like vocational training, coding bootcamps, or direct-to-career short courses have gained popularity partly because they claim to offer more bang for the buck. Traditional universities, especially non-elite ones, find themselves squeezed: they are criticized for charging too much, yet they face rising costs (for faculty, facilities, student services) and often insufficient public funding. The “business model” of the Industrial Age university (high fixed costs, labor-intensive, and reliant on ever-increasing tuition) is under severe strain. In the United States, this has even led to closures or mergers of some colleges.[26]

			Questioning of mission and purpose: Beyond these practical challenges, there is an existential questioning of what universities are for in the 21st century. The old Humboldtian ideal, the university as a community of scholars pursuing knowledge for its own sake and educating the next generation of citizens, is being tested by market pressures and societal critiques. Some argue that universities have become too much like businesses, focused on credentials and revenue, losing sight of their higher mission of enlightenment and public service. Others argue the opposite: that universities are too insular and not responsive enough to societal needs, clinging to ivory-tower research and esoteric curricula. Both critiques carry some truth. The debate often centers on whether a university’s primary purpose is to prepare students for jobs (workforce development), to conduct research and advance knowledge, to foster critical thinking and informed citizenship, or some balance of all three. In the Industrial Age, these purposes coexisted in an uneasy truce: teaching, research, and service were all performed under one roof. Now, however, specialized providers threaten to peel away parts of the mission: for-profit and nontraditional education companies focusing narrowly on career skills training; research institutes outside academia taking on big scientific challenges; online communities and public intellectuals shaping discourse outside campus halls. This forces universities to articulate their value proposition more clearly. Student dissatisfaction can be seen as questioning the pedagogical mission (why pay for lectures that can be watched online?). Employer dissatisfaction questions the outcomes (why don’t graduates have the skills needed?). Taxpayer and government scrutiny (in countries where public funds support universities) question the accountability and return on investment (why fund universities if they aren’t delivering economic value or are seen as politically biased?). All of this amounts to what one commentator dubbed “the impending demise of the university” if radical changes are not made.[27] That may be an extreme view but the sentiment underscores how urgent the call for reform has become.

			In summary, the traditional university model is under historic pressure from multiple directions. Its financial model is challenged by high costs and competition; its educational model is challenged by technological alternatives and a new understanding of learning; and its social contract is challenged by changing public expectations. As one education leader put it, “The Industrial Age model of education is hard to change . . . [but] changing the model of pedagogy and the model of knowledge production is crucial for the survival of the university.”[28] Yet that model can change, by leveraging the very technologies and innovations that initially disrupted it and, in the process, reimagining pedagogy, assessment, and institutional design for the Intelligent Age.

			How AI and Emerging Technologies Are Reshaping Higher Education

			If the Industrial Age university was defined by the lecture hall, standardized exams, and the professor as the primary source of knowledge, the Intelligent Age university is beginning to be defined by adaptive learning platforms, alternative assessments, and the professor as a coach or facilitator. Reflecting this new paradigm, AI and other emerging technologies are changing core practices of higher education: how we teach, how we assess learning, and how institutions themselves might be structured.

			Pedagogy: From one-way teaching to adaptive, personalized learning. The infusion of AI into education enables a long-envisioned shift from mass teaching to personalized learning. In practical terms, this means coursework that adapts in real time to a student’s level and progress. For example, AI-driven tutoring systems can present practice problems tailored to a student’s weaknesses, give immediate feedback, and offer hints or adjust difficulty dynamically based on their performance. Pioneering systems like cognitive tutors in math at Carnegie Mellon University (USA) have shown that students can achieve substantially greater learning gains over a school year when guided by adaptive software that personalizes practice, compared with peers in traditional, one-pace-fits-all instruction.[29] Today’s more advanced AI tutors build on that concept with natural language processing and large language models (like those powering ChatGPT) that can converse with students, answer questions, and even evaluate open-ended responses. Imagine a student writing an essay draft and an AI tool providing detailed feedback on argument structure and grammar instantly, or a student stuck on a physics problem getting a step-by-step Socratic dialogue from an AI tutor that doesn’t give the answer outright but guides them to the solution. These scenarios are becoming reality in experimental programs. One striking example comes from an MIT computer science class in which an AI teaching assistant was deployed to handle routine questions: students could message the AI with questions about the lecture or homework and receive instant clarifications, allowing the professor to focus on higher-order discussions in class.[30] Over time, as AI tutors become more sophisticated, each student could have what is essentially a personal AI study coach available whenever they need it. This doesn’t replace the human teacher but it flips the human role to one of designing learning experiences and mentoring students individually on complex tasks, while routine content delivery and quizzing is handled by the AI. In educational jargon, it’s a move from the teacher as “sage on the stage to guide on the side.”[31] The benefit is twofold: students get more active learning (they are constantly interacting, practicing, and receiving feedback rather than passively listening) and data-driven insights can inform instructors. For instance, an AI system can analyze where a whole class is struggling and flag those concepts to the professor, enabling a “just-in-time teaching” adjustment.[32] Early adopters of these methods, such as Minerva University (discussed below) and various online programs, report high levels of student engagement and mastery. One challenge that arises, however, is ensuring the quality and ethics of AI guidance, for example preventing AI from reinforcing biases or providing incorrect answers. This has sparked new research in AI in education focusing on explainable and trustworthy AI tutors. Nonetheless, it seems clear that the lecture-centered pedagogy of the past is giving way to a learning-centered paradigm, heavily supported by intelligent tools.

			Assessment: Rethinking exams and credentials in the AI era. In the Industrial Age model, the assessment of learning often boiled down to standardized exams, essays, and grades that sorted students on a curve. Those instruments are increasingly seen as inadequate or even irrelevant in the Intelligent Age. One reason is that AI itself can now complete many of the tasks we traditionally asked students to do for assessment. For example, the emergence of GPT-4 in the early 2020s and GPT-5 in the mid-2020s demonstrated that large language models can write coherent, human-like essays, solve many homework problems, and even answer some exam questions. This has triggered alarm in academia (and perhaps a healthy push) to innovate assessment formats that test higher-order skills rather than simple factual recall or formulaic essay composition (which AI can handle). Interest is growing in authentic assessments and tasks that resemble real-world challenges, and in continual assessment through projects and portfolios rather than high-stakes final exams. Some professors have shifted to open-book, open-web exams with more applied questions, reasoning that, in the real world, students will have access to AI and internet resources, so assessments should test the ability to use those resources effectively and ethically rather than pretend they don’t exist. Others emphasize oral exams or presentations, where a student must explain concepts in conversation (harder for an AI to impersonate without detection). At a macro level, the traditional degree transcript (a list of courses and grades) is being supplemented or even replaced in some cases by digital portfolios and micro-credentials. For instance, a student might earn a certificate in Data Analytics by completing a project evaluated by industry professionals, or they might present a portfolio of coding projects to demonstrate competency rather than rely on course grades alone. These changes align with what employers say they need: demonstrated skills, not just seat-time and a diploma. Technology enables this, too: blockchain-based credentialing is being piloted to create secure, shareable records of all a learner’s skills and accomplishments, potentially rendering some functions of the university (like being the sole grantor of a recognized degree) less dominant. We are likely moving toward a more granular and skills-based credentialing system, in which a student could accumulate badges[33] or certifications from multiple institutions (including online providers and their workplace, not just a single university) to form a lifetime portfolio of learning. Traditional universities are adapting by offering such micro-credentials themselves and by working with platforms like Coursera, edX, or others to issue certificates. All this requires rethinking the assessment: if a student can learn astronomy through a large, open-access online course and demonstrate their knowledge through a project, should they get credit equivalent to taking “Astronomy 101” on campus? Forward-looking universities are increasingly granting that credit, setting up processes for recognizing external learning and incorporating it into their degree pathways.

			Institutional design: Toward networked, flexible universities. The very architecture of higher education institutions is in flux. We already discussed the European Universities alliances that point to a model of networked universities. Another cutting-edge example is Minerva University (USA), an institution opened in 2014 with a radically different design. Minerva has no traditional campus. Instead, students move as a cohort through different global cities each semester (San Francisco, Seoul, Berlin, Buenos Aires, etc.), learning through immersion in real-world contexts. All its classes are conducted in a proprietary active learning platform online, seminar-style, with maximum 18-19 students, where every student must participate and is continually assessed on learning outcomes. There are no lectures at Minerva. Classes use the flipped classroom model with pre-readings and then fully interactive discussions, problem-solving, and debates. The curriculum is interdisciplinary and focused on “Habits of Mind and Foundational Concepts,” in essence practical knowledge and transferable skills (critical thinking, effective communication, cross-cultural collaboration). Minerva’s model embodies many Intelligent Age principles: leveraging technology to break the lecture paradigm, using data analytics to give professors feedback on student engagement in real time, and emphasizing global citizenship and adaptability by design.[34] Minerva’s success (it has been ranked the “most innovative university” several years running and boasts strong learning outcomes) suggests that reinventing the university experience from scratch is possible.[35] Other institutions, while not as extreme, are also reorganizing. Some large research universities are adopting hub-and-spoke models where the main campus is the hub but there are many smaller satellite centers and online offerings (extending reach to different regions and adult learners). Consortium models are reemerging, such as groups of liberal arts colleges sharing online courses to broaden options for their students beyond what each small campus could offer alone. We also see experiments in competency-based education, where progression is based on demonstrating skills rather than spending a set number of weeks in class. For example, Western Governors University (an online competency-based education institution in the United States) allows students to complete courses as soon as they can prove mastery, potentially accelerating their time to degree. This challenges the conventional credit-hour system based on time spent in class.

			Even the professor’s role is being reimagined. In the future Intelligent Age university, faculty might act more like project coaches or curators of learning resources than sole content lecturers. Some have posited the idea of the “star faculty” whose lectures are shared globally (via video or even hologram in a class), while local faculty at each campus focus on mentoring students, leading discussions, and contextualizing the material. This unbundling of the faculty role (content delivery versus mentorship) is controversial but increasingly visible. For instance, online learning platforms like edX and Coursera often feature courses taught by professors from Ivy League schools, some of which reach tens of thousands of learners, while on some campuses other instructors use the large, open-access online course materials in blended formats with their own students, effectively acting as facilitators.

			Global classroom collaborations are also on the rise: courses in which students from universities in different countries collaborate on projects (using videoconferencing and collaboration tools). These provide intercultural learning experiences and simulate the distributed teams common in modern workplaces.

			Another technological dimension is the rise of virtual reality (VR) and augmented reality (AR) in education. VR can enable virtual field trips (a medical student can practice surgery in a VR simulation, or an archaeology student can “visit” ancient ruins in VR), and AR can overlay digital information in physical labs or classrooms. These tools, still emergent, hint at how the boundaries of the classroom can be expanded or even dissolved. A student in 2030 might attend a history lecture not by sitting in a hall but by donning VR goggles and exploring a 3D recreation of ancient Rome alongside avatars of classmates and a professor guiding them.

			The administration of universities is also getting an AI upgrade. Tasks like admissions sorting, course scheduling, even plagiarism checking are increasingly aided by algorithms. Some universities use predictive analytics on student data to identify who might need extra support or who is at risk of dropping out, enabling more proactive intervention. Chatbots help answer routine queries for information technology or registrar offices. These efficiencies can reduce costs or at least improve services if implemented well. However, they also raise issues of data privacy and equity (e.g., if an algorithm inadvertently biases against certain students in admissions or support).

			In short, the Intelligent Age is driving a holistic redesign of higher education: pedagogy becomes more active and personalized, assessment becomes more authentic and continuous, and the institution becomes more networked, flexible, and focused on lifelong engagement with learners. The changes are early and uneven; many universities are still only tiptoeing into these waters but the examples provided offer a preview of where we might be heading.

			Conclusion

			The trajectory from the Industrial Age university to the Intelligent Age university is not just a story of new gadgets or pedagogy techniques. It is, at heart, a cultural and mission-centric transformation. Technology is a catalyst but what ultimately must change runs deeper: the very ethos of higher education.

			Firstly, the culture of academia must shift from one that venerates tradition and autonomy to one that embraces innovation, collaboration, and openness. In the Industrial era, universities were often siloed “ivory towers,” proud of their autonomy and slow to change. In the Intelligent Age, that stance is untenable. The challenges facing education (and indeed humanity) are complex and interconnected; no single university can address them alone, and no single traditional method will suddenly solve the engagement or skills gap issues. A culture of continuous improvement and evidence-based innovation in teaching is needed. This means professors becoming learners themselves, learning new teaching tools, engaging with learning science research, and iterating on their course design based on feedback and data (much like industry would iterate a product). It also means institutions collaborating rather than competing in zero-sum ranking games. The example of European Universities alliances or global research collaborations during the COVID-19 pandemic show that sharing resources and knowledge can amplify impact. The Intelligent Age university values networks over silos.

			Secondly, the mission of universities needs reframing. We should ask, as Yale’s faculty did during the 1828 clash with industrialization, what the purpose of a college is.[36] That question remains salient in our time of AI and globalization. The answer likely lies in a balance: universities must recommit to their classical mission of fostering critical thinking, ethical reasoning, and the broad development of human potential, while also aligning with the modern mandate to prepare people for a lifetime of adaptation in their careers and to contribute to solving societal problems. The mission is no longer just to transfer knowledge (since knowledge is everywhere) but to curate, vet, and contextualize knowledge; to teach students how to learn, unlearn, and relearn (an oft-cited skill for the 21st century); and to inspire creativity and civic responsibility. In an age of misinformation and AI-generated content, the role of universities in teaching information literacy, scientific reasoning, and the ethical use of technology becomes even more crucial. One might say the Intelligent Age university’s mission is as much about shaping character and values, such as curiosity, empathy, and a commitment to evidence and truth, as it is about imparting skills. This harkens back to cardinal principles of liberal education but updated for digital realities.

			Thirdly, values such as equity, inclusion, and learner-centricity must be foregrounded. The risk with technology is that it can either widen or bridge gaps. Universities have to ensure the Intelligent Age transformation doesn’t leave behind those with less access or who are marginalized. On the contrary, done right, AI and digital networks can increase inclusion. For example, adaptive tech can accommodate different learning needs (visual, auditory, etc.), online platforms can reach learners who couldn’t attend a campus due to geography or disability, and open resources can democratize knowledge globally. A core value should be that education in the Intelligent Age is a basic right and necessity for all, not a luxury for the few. This means pushing back against pure marketization (where only those who can pay get the best personalized learning) and instead developing sustainable models to offer affordable or free learning opportunities widely (perhaps supported by public funding or cross-subsidies). The culture of the university should celebrate lifelong learners of all backgrounds. The 40-year-old switching careers should be as welcomed and integrated as the 18-year-old first-year student. The traditional age-segregated, cohort-based mindset will need to relax to embrace multigenerational and on-demand education.

			Finally, embracing the Intelligent Age should not mean abandoning the soul of the university. As we incorporate AI tutors and VR, we should reflect on which elements of education are irreplaceably human and must be preserved or even strengthened. Likely it is the mentorship, the social–emotional development, the forming of community and identity, and the pursuit of meaning. These are things a purely skill-focused training program might ignore but a true university must uphold. In the rush to adopt new tools, universities will have to keep ethical considerations at the forefront: ensuring AI is used responsibly, data privacy is protected, and human well-being is the ultimate goal. The Intelligent Age university, in other words, should be guided by a renaissance of humanistic values integrated with technological prowess.

			In conclusion, the journey from the Industrial Age model to the Intelligent Age model of higher education is a challenging but exciting evolution. It demands not mere incremental reform but a true transformation in how universities see themselves and serve society. The historical context reminds us that universities have survived and thrived through immense changes before, whether it was the shift from classical curricula to research-oriented modern universities in the 19th century or the massification and democratization in the 20th century. Each time, they had to redefine their purpose. Now, in the face of intelligent technologies and a knowledge-saturated world, they must do so again. The universities that succeed will be those that leverage new tools to enhance their timeless mission of enlightenment and empowerment, not those that resist change or, conversely, those that adopt technology without guiding principles. As we stand at this crossroads, asking the fundamental question of what the university should be in the Intelligent Age, we find that the answer is being written in real time by the experiments, failures, and successes of institutions around the globe. Chapter 1 of this exploration has surveyed the landscape of this transition. The chapters to come delve deeper into the roles of professors, the experiences of students, and the evolving social compact of higher education in an age where intelligence (human, artificial, and collective) reigns supreme. What is certain is that, to remain relevant and true to their higher calling, universities must not only adopt new tools but must foster a new ethos, one that honors the past but boldly invents the future of learning.

			Chapter 2 

			The Intelligent Age – Forces Reshaping Higher Education

			The 21st century has ushered in what many are calling the Intelligent Age, a period defined by the unprecedented convergence of technological, social, and economic transformations that are reshaping every aspect of human life. Nowhere is this convergence more apparent than in higher education.

			Universities around the world are facing a whirlwind of change driven by forces such as artificial intelligence (AI) and automation, demographic shifts and new learner demands, evolving labor markets, digital disruption from new educational players, and global crises from pandemics to climate change. These forces are not isolated; they interact and amplify one another, creating a complex landscape that today’s universities, professors, and students must navigate. This chapter explores the major forces reshaping higher education in the Intelligent Age, examines how they converge, and considers what they mean for the future of learning and knowledge. It concludes with reflections on why recognizing and responding to these forces is an urgent task, setting the stage for the rest of this book.

			Technological Acceleration: AI and the Digital Revolution

			Perhaps the most visible force transforming higher education is the rapid acceleration of technology, especially the rise of AI and automation. Over the past decade, AI has moved from research labs into everyday life, powering virtual assistants, recommendation algorithms, and advanced analytics in nearly every industry. Education is no exception. AI-driven tutoring systems can personalize learning by adapting content to each student’s needs in real time, while automated grading tools assist faculty by handling routine assessments. Universities are experimenting with AI chatbots to answer student questions about administrative procedures, and some have even introduced AI teaching assistants in courses. A famous early example was Georgia Tech’s “Jill Watson,” an AI teaching assistant that helped answer students’ questions in an online course without them realizing it was a machine.[37]

			Today, with the advent of powerful generative AI models (such as OpenAI’s ChatGPT) capable of producing human-like text and code, the possibilities for teaching and research are growing exponentially. The impact of AI and automation extends beyond the campus into the economy for which universities prepare graduates. Intelligent systems are beginning to outperform humans in tasks ranging from image recognition to legal document review, and they are encroaching on professional domains. This has sparked both excitement and anxiety in higher education. On the one hand, AI offers tools to enhance learning and expand research frontiers. On the other, it challenges universities to reconsider what skills and knowledge are truly “future-proof.” What should students learn when facts are at everyone’s fingertips and AI can solve routine problems? The challenge for educators is to focus on developing the uniquely human capacities that machines cannot easily replicate: critical thinking, creativity, ethical judgment, emotional intelligence, and the ability to learn continuously. University leaders are keenly aware of these stakes. Many industry and business surveys report high percentages of corporate leaders or employers saying AI will significantly impact the skills students need for the workforce (including Microsoft’s 2023 Work Trend Index report, which estimates this figure at 82%).[38] Some institutions have begun integrating data science, coding, and AI ethics into their core curricula for all students, regardless of discipline, to ensure graduates are AI-literate.

			Beyond curricula, technological acceleration is also forcing a reimagining of the university’s business model and operations. The COVID-19 pandemic, a global crisis discussed later, dramatically accelerated digital transformation in education. Practically overnight in 2020, universities shifted to remote instruction via videoconferencing and online learning platforms. This experience showed both the potential and the limits of technology. While digital tools allowed instruction to continue during lockdowns, it also exposed inequalities (students without reliable internet or laptops struggled) and raised questions about the quality of learning online. Nonetheless, the pandemic arguably fast-forwarded higher education into the digital future by several years, normalizing blended learning formats and spurring investment in educational technology.

			Universities are now increasingly using learning management systems with analytics to track student engagement, virtual labs and simulations in science courses, and even forms of immersive learning using virtual or augmented reality.

			Importantly, the technological revolution in higher education is not just about improving how universities teach existing students; it is also enabling entirely new audiences to access education. Online platforms make it possible for a university to reach learners far beyond its campus, expanding courses to thousands of participants worldwide. This ties directly into another force in the Intelligent Age: the changing demographics of learners and the rise of lifelong education.

			Changing Student Demographics and the Rise of Lifelong Learners

			Higher education is no longer the exclusive domain of 18–22-year-olds attending full-time programs on campus. Demographic shifts and evolving societal needs have broadened the spectrum of who students are and what they expect from universities. In many developed countries, population growth has slowed or reversed, and the traditional college-age cohort is shrinking. For example, the United States anticipates a significant drop in college enrollment around the mid-2020s as the number of high school graduates declines.[39] This trend, driven by lower birth rates in the 2000s, means universities must adapt by attracting and serving nontraditional students to fill the gap. At the same time, emerging economies in Asia and Africa are experiencing a youth boom, with millions of young people seeking higher education opportunities. Globally, tertiary enrollments have more than doubled since 2000 and continue to climb,[40] putting pressure on higher education systems to expand capacity and innovate with new delivery models.

			One of the defining traits of the Intelligent Age is the rise of the lifelong learner. With careers spanning 40–50 years and the rapid obsolescence of skills, education can no longer be a one-shot affair confined to early adulthood. Professionals in mid-career are increasingly returning to school to update their knowledge, shifting fields, or pursuing personal enrichment. In fact, adult and part-time learners have become the majority on some campuses. In the European Union, participation in lifelong learning (defined as formal or nonformal education for adults) has increased in recent years, reaching around 39.5% in 2022, while EU policy frameworks set an ambitious target of 60% of adults participating in training annually by 2030.[41] Universities are responding by creating more flexible pathways: part-time degrees, short certificate courses, evening and weekend programs, and fully online offerings that cater to working adults.

			The demographics of learners have also become more diverse in other ways. The number of first-generation college students is increasing, more women are entering fields historically dominated by men, and international student mobility has expanded (at least until recent disruptions). More learners from marginalized communities are also demanding inclusive and equitable educational environments. Additionally, as life expectancy climbs and the concept of “retirement” evolves, some learners in their 60s or 70s are enrolling in university courses for the first time, pursuing new interests in later life. The very definition of the “student” is expanding.

			Alongside these changes in who students are is a change in what students demand. Today’s students, whether teenagers, mid-career adults, or retirees, are more conscious of the cost and value of education. They seek learning experiences that are relevant to the real world, that offer practical skills, and that can be balanced with work or family commitments. Learners are increasingly acting like consumers, comparing universities and alternatives based on the return on investment, flexibility, or alignment with their career goals. If traditional universities cannot meet these expectations, learners now have many other options, as we will explore.

			This shift compels universities to become more student-centric, designing education around learners’ needs rather than expecting students to fit the old mold. In the Intelligent Age, the student truly is at the center, and their diverse profiles and expectations are a major force pushing higher education to evolve.

			Shifting Labor Markets and New Skill Requirements

			Driving many of the changes in both technology use and student behavior are the profound shifts occurring in the labor markets of the Intelligent Age. The world of work is changing in tandem with technological advances and globalization, and this in turn places new demands on higher education. A college degree was once seen as a near-guarantee of stable employment and a middle-class life. Now, the equation is more complex. Industries are being disrupted faster than ever: think of how ride-sharing apps upended transportation, or how automation is transforming manufacturing and even white-collar sectors like accounting and translation. Jobs that existed a decade ago can disappear, and entirely new jobs are emerging that require skills no traditional curriculum covered in the past.

			According to the World Economic Forum, an estimated 59% of all employees will need significant reskilling or upskilling to adapt to changes driven by automation, digitization, and evolving job–skill demands.[42] It also projects that 92 million jobs may be displaced but 170 million new roles are expected to be created, often in the very fields that AI is powering, such as data science and machine learning. The net effect is a big churn in the job market. Similarly, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) has projected that around one-third of jobs in OECD countries are likely to change radically as tasks within occupations are automated, indicating that many jobs will be transformed rather than eliminated.[43]

			Employers across sectors consistently say they seek not just technical know-how but also strong 21st-century skills, such as analytical thinking, problem-solving, communication, teamwork, and adaptability. These are the kind of higher-order competencies that good higher education is supposed to cultivate but the challenge is making sure curricula stay aligned with evolving skill demands. Universities are grappling with questions like how to prepare students for jobs that don’t yet exist and for careers that will span multiple fields. Part of the answer has been a growing emphasis on interdisciplinary learning and transferable skills. For instance, some institutions have launched programs in entrepreneurship, data analytics, or human-centered design that are open to students from any field of study, giving them versatile tool kits. Work-integrated learning is on the rise, too (e.g., internships, co-op programs, and industry projects embedded in courses) so that students graduate with real-world experience.

			Another facet of this labor market shift is the recognition that learning must continue throughout one’s career. The traditional model of front-loading education in the first 20 or so years of life is giving way to a model of continual learning interspersed with work. This is why we see mid-career professionals coming back for short courses or new degrees. In response, universities and colleges are creating more modular learning offerings. Instead of a one-size-fits-all three- or four-year degree, we see the rise of stackable credentials: shorter certificates that can add up to a degree, or micro-credentials (like badges or nanodegrees[44]) that certify specific skills. These can often be earned online at low cost and on a flexible schedule. For example, a software engineer might periodically take an eight-week online course to learn a new programming language or machine learning technique, earning a micro-certificate. A marketing professional might enroll in a university’s one-year online diploma in Data Analytics to shift into a new role.

			Crucially, employers are increasingly recognizing and even funding these alternative credentials. Major companies have begun collaborating with educational providers to ensure graduates have the skills they need. In some cases, companies have developed their own academies and certificate programs. Google and IBM offer career certificates that claim to prepare people for entry-level jobs in information technology support or data analytics without a traditional degree. These developments put pressure on universities: if they do not flexibly cater to the workforce’s evolving needs, others will fill the gap. The shifting labor market is therefore a powerful force compelling higher education to adapt content, pedagogy, and credentials to remain relevant.

			New Competitors and Education Business Models

			As both technology and learner needs evolve, the higher education environment has opened up to new competitors and business models that challenge the traditional university paradigm. Two decades ago, if someone wanted advanced education or a recognized credential, they pretty much had to enroll in a university or college. Today, that monopoly has eroded. The emergence of educational technology (ed-tech) companies, online learning platforms, coding bootcamps, and other nonuniversity training providers has transformed how people learn and who can offer credible education.

			A prime example is the rise of massive open online courses (MOOCs) and global learning platforms. Companies like Coursera, edX, and Udacity, to name a few, now host courses from top universities and industry experts, accessible to anyone in the world with an internet connection. These platforms exploded in scale during the 2010s and especially during the pandemic of 2020, when online education became the default. By 2021, over 220 million learners had registered for at least one MOOC through various platforms, up from around 300,000 just a decade earlier.[45] What started as free courses to democratize learning have evolved into sophisticated business models: many platforms now offer paid certificates, online degrees in partnership with universities, or subscription models for unlimited course access. For example, someone can earn a master’s degree in Data Science or a Master of Business Administration from a reputable university entirely online via these platforms, often at a fraction of the cost of an on-campus program.

			Beyond MOOCs, we have seen the proliferation of bootcamps and short-term skills academies, especially in tech and business fields. Coding bootcamps promise to take people from novice to job-ready programmer in a matter of months, focusing intensively on practical skills. Some bootcamps operate on an income-share model, where students pay nothing up front and instead agree to share a portion of their salary once employed, aligning the training provider’s incentives with student employment outcomes. This model, quite different from traditional tuition, has attracted many who are skeptical of the value of a four-year degree for certain career paths. A report by industry analysts showed that the number of bootcamp graduates worldwide has been growing annually, with employers increasingly willing to hire graduates from these nontraditional programs.[46]

			Traditional universities are not standing still in the face of this competition. Many have entered into partnerships or launched their own online ventures. Universities often team up with online program managers, companies that help deliver online degrees for a share of the revenue, to expand their reach. Some create spin-off arms for professional education; for instance, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and Harvard were founding partners of learning platform edX (later restructured under new ownership), signaling that even elite institutions see value in the digital, open-access model. Additionally, micro-credential initiatives have been embraced within academia. These initiatives allow a student to earn a series of certificates in specific competencies (e.g., Project Management, Data Visualization, or Language Proficiency) that can collectively count toward a larger qualification. This unbundling of the degree into smaller parts is a response to the market demand for just-in-time learning.

			New competitors are also emerging from the corporate sector. Aside from tech companies’ certificates, large firms sometimes partner with universities to create tailored programs for their employees or develop corporate universities internally. For instance, the coffee retailer Starbucks partnered with Arizona State University (USA) to offer online bachelor’s degrees to its employees, subsidizing the cost.[47] Consulting firms like McKinsey have their own academies offering courses to the public. These blurred lines mean that universities face competition not only from education startups but from the very employers that hire their graduates.

			Underpinning these new models is digital disruption. Because knowledge can be transmitted online at near-zero cost, and communities of learners can form across the globe, the barriers to entry in education have fallen. A professor with a flair for teaching no longer needs a brick-and-mortar classroom to reach students. They can record lectures and reach a million people on YouTube or a platform like Khan Academy. Similarly, an expert professional can create a course and offer it directly to the world. This democratization is wonderful for learners, with more options and often lower costs, but it forces universities to articulate their unique value proposition. What can a university offer that a free online course or a $2,000 coding bootcamp cannot?

			Often the answers include the depth of academic rigor, the breadth of education (learning how to learn, not just specific job skills), the social experience and networking that come with a campus community, and the prestige of an accredited degree. Still, the competition from new models is pushing traditional institutions to innovate, improve quality, and often to lower costs, which many would argue is a healthy pressure given long-standing concerns about rising tuition.

			Global Challenges and the Need for Mission-Driven Institutions

			Higher education does not exist in a vacuum; it influences and is influenced by broader global challenges. In the Intelligent Age, universities are increasingly called upon to address and adapt to crises that unfold on a worldwide scale. Recent years have provided stark examples. The COVID-19 pandemic beginning in 2020 was arguably the biggest disruption to education in a century. At its peak, school and university closures affected around 1.57 billion learners in over 190 countries.[48] Universities had to rapidly shift to online teaching, but they also played a critical role in the response to the crisis. University labs worked on vaccine development and epidemiological modeling, public health and policy experts from academia advised governments, and psychology departments provided insights into coping with lockdowns. The pandemic underscored the importance of having resilient education systems and the ability to mobilize knowledge for the public good during emergencies.

			Another towering global challenge is climate change and environmental sustainability. Universities are hubs for climate research, renewable energy innovation, and environmental policy studies, which means they contribute directly to finding solutions. But beyond research, a movement is underway to integrate sustainability into the curriculum across all disciplines, ensuring that every graduate is environmentally literate and prepared to contribute to a sustainable future. Many universities have also pledged to make their own operations more sustainable, aiming for carbon-neutral campuses. For example, College of the Atlantic in Maine (USA) was one of the first to achieve carbon neutrality, and universities from Australia to Asia but also Europe and North America have followed suit with ambitious sustainability plans.[49]

			The urgency of the climate crisis is prompting questions about the mission of universities: should they simply educate and research in the abstract or actively lead by example and prioritize work on global survival issues? Social and political challenges also weigh heavily. The past decade has seen a rise in misinformation and an erosion of trust in expertise in many parts of the world. This puts universities, as generators of knowledge and havens of inquiry, in a defensive position. They must work to communicate more effectively with the public and ensure that research benefits society broadly.

			Issues of inequality and social justice have also come to the fore, exemplified by movements calling for decolonizing the curriculum, increasing access for underrepresented groups, and ensuring academic freedom in the face of authoritarian pressures. Additionally, as the world becomes more interconnected yet faces nationalist backlashes, universities have become key players in diplomacy and cross-cultural exchange through international students and collaborations. At the same time, they can be caught in geopolitical tensions, as seen when academic exchanges are restricted.

			What ties these global challenges together is the call for higher education to be responsible and mission-driven. More voices are arguing that universities must reaffirm their social contract, that they exist not just to transmit knowledge or boost graduates’ earnings but to serve humanity. Organizations like the United Nations and UNESCO have explicitly urged educational institutions to align with the Sustainable Development Goals, be it in eradicating poverty, improving health, or combating climate change.[50] Many universities have embraced this charge, creating new programs in sustainability, peace and conflict studies, global health, and more. Some have revised their mission statements to emphasize public service, innovation for social good, or the empowerment of disadvantaged communities. The idea of the university as an ivory tower apart from society is obsolete in the Intelligent Age.

			Instead, universities are increasingly viewed as anchor institutions in their societies, meant to be resilient in crises, ethically conscious in using technology (e.g., guiding the development and use of AI with human values), and proactive in shaping a better future.

			Intersections: The Interaction of Forces Amplifying Each Other

			While we have discussed each major force separately – technology, demographics, labor markets, new competition, and global challenges – in reality they are deeply interwoven. The forces of the Intelligent Age do not operate in silos; they act on higher education in combination, often amplifying one another’s impacts. Understanding these intersections is key to grasping why the current transformation of higher education is so profound.

			Consider, for example, the interaction between technological acceleration and global crises. When COVID-19 struck, technology became the lifeline that allowed education to continue via remote learning. Years of gradual adoption of digital tools were compressed into a few months, turbocharging the role of technology in higher education. The crisis also exposed how demographic and equity factors intersected with tech. Students from rural or low-income backgrounds suffered more during the shift to online learning, highlighting the digital divide. Thus, the technological and demographic forces together produced a critical insight: that any digital transformation in universities must be accompanied by efforts to ensure accessibility and inclusion, or global crises will deepen inequalities.

			Another intersection is between shifting labor markets and new educational competitors. As labor market demands change faster, students (especially working adults) look for quick, flexible ways to gain new skills. This creates a ripe market for ed-tech startups, bootcamps, and other agile providers that can offer what learners want, when they want it. Their success then pressures traditional universities to adapt faster.

			In some cases, universities have formed alliances with these new players, for instance partnering with MOOC platforms to offer online degrees, which is a direct convergence of the old and new models. In other cases, competition spurs universities to innovate independently, for example by launching accelerated programs or using AI to personalize learning support. The net effect is a kind of innovation arms race in education, accelerated by both the market (competition) and technology (enabling new approaches).

			Demographics and technology also amplify each other’s impact. The rise of lifelong learners (a demographic shift) wouldn’t be widely feasible without online education and technology to deliver it. A working parent might not be able to attend a campus class at 2 p.m. every Tuesday but with asynchronous online courses, they can study at night or on weekends. Thus, technology enables this demographic trend of adults continuing their education. Conversely, the demand from these new demographics pushes technology to evolve. For instance, more user-friendly learning apps and online platforms are being developed to cater to older learners who may not be as comfortable with traditional academic systems.

			We also see that global challenges like climate change intersect with labor market shifts and technology. The demand is growing for skills in the green economy, including solar technicians, sustainability managers, and climate scientists, which pushes universities to create new programs and students to enroll in them. Technology comes into play as well, as fields like clean energy or climate modeling are at the cutting edge of scientific innovation. At the same time, the sense of global crisis can galvanize a university’s mission (the mission-driven aspect) to focus on these areas, sometimes in partnership with industry or government.

			In summary, the forces reshaping higher education in the Intelligent Age form a complex system. A change in one domain reverberates in others, resulting in change that is often nonlinear and dynamic. This is challenging for historically slow-moving institutions like universities. However, it also presents an opportunity for holistic transformation. If institutions can respond in a coordinated way that addresses multiple drivers at once, they might leap ahead in relevance and effectiveness. For instance, a university that fully embraces digital learning (technology) can simultaneously serve lifelong learners worldwide (demographics). By updating curricula continuously, it stays aligned with new skill requirements (labor market). By partnering with industry and ed-tech firms, it leverages new models of education. And by focusing these efforts on societal needs, it amplifies its global impact in line with its public mission. Such an integrated strategy is exactly what many forward-looking institutions are now attempting.

			Conclusion

			The Intelligent Age is upon us, and it is reshaping higher education with a scope and speed that is hard to overstate. The forces discussed in this chapter, from AI to shifting demographics, from labor market upheavals to disruptive new education models and the overarching pressures of global challenges, collectively demand that universities, professors, and students rethink long-held assumptions. For institutions of higher learning, recognizing these forces is not just an academic exercise; it is an urgent call to action. Those universities that proactively adapt, embracing innovation while holding firm to their core values, will lead the way in demonstrating how education can thrive amid change. Those that do not may find themselves increasingly irrelevant in a world that has moved on.

			For professors and educators, the Intelligent Age challenges them to update their pedagogies, to continually learn themselves, and to guide students through uncharted territory with wisdom and empathy. For students, it means being open to continuous growth and being prepared to navigate a more fluid, self-directed educational journey than previous generations.

			The rest of this book delves deeper into how universities can transform their structures and culture to be more agile and mission-driven, how professors can redefine their roles in an era of AI and abundant information, and how students can seize the opportunities of lifelong learning environments. But all these explorations rest on the foundation we have laid in this chapter: a clear-eyed understanding of the major forces at work. The Intelligent Age is not a distant prospect. It is here and now. The sooner higher education as a whole acknowledges this new reality, the better we can harness its possibilities and mitigate its risks. In an age defined by intelligent tools and complex global problems, we need equally intelligent responses from our educational institutions. The time for deliberate, informed, and courageous action is now.

			Chapter 3 

			What Universities Are For – A Renewed Humanistic Mission

			What are universities for? This question has echoed through centuries, from medieval scholars cloistered in early colleges to modern administrators grappling with global rankings. At its core, the university’s mission has always transcended mere vocational training. It is about the pursuit of knowledge, truth, justice, and human flourishing. Yet in an era of rapid technological change and market pressures, it is imperative to pause and reflect on this deeper purpose. Are universities simply factories for workforce credentials and research output, or do they serve a higher calling for the public good and the human spirit? Recent discourse suggests the latter: only by returning to a formative mission rooted in truth and intellectual virtue can the university secure its future.[51] This chapter explores how the mission of the university, forged in history and challenged in recent decades, must be renewed for the Intelligent Age, an era of artificial intelligence (AI), globalization, and complexity. It calls for a revitalized humanistic vision that blends philosophical reflection with practical action, reaffirming universities as guardians of truth, engines of justice, and incubators of wisdom in society.

			From Medieval Guilds to the Modern Multiversity

			To understand the path forward, we must first look back. The earliest Western universities of the High Middle Ages – Bologna, Paris, Oxford – were generally born as guilds of masters and students with a higher purpose: the preservation and teaching of knowledge in the service of society and the church.[52] Medieval universities primarily trained clergymen, lawyers, doctors, and other professionals, organized into the four classic faculties of theology, law, medicine, and philosophy/the arts.[53] In these institutions, knowledge was pursued in a framework of faith and scholastic reasoning, aiming to educate the intellect to reach truth, as Cardinal John Henry Newman later described.[54] Scholarship was revered, but it was largely about commenting on received truths rather than discovering new ones. Universities were teaching institutions above all, dedicated to conserving the wisdom of the past and forming virtuous individuals.

			The modern research mission of universities did not emerge until much later. By the Enlightenment and early modern period (17th–18th centuries), critics began to lampoon universities as stagnant “relics” resistant to progress.[55] Visionaries like Wilhelm von Humboldt in early 19th-century Germany revolutionized the idea of the university by uniting teaching with active research. This Humboldtian model, aligning the discovery of new knowledge with student education, transformed universities into engines of knowledge production. Within a few decades, research universities proliferated across Europe and the United States, pioneering scientific breakthroughs and the modern disciplines. The mission expanded: no longer merely to transmit known truths but to create new knowledge and serve national development. By the early 20th century, the university had evolved into what Clark Kerr, an influential thinker on higher education, later dubbed the “multiversity,” juggling multiple roles: undergraduate and professional teaching, advanced research, and service to society.[56]

			In the United States, the tripartite mission of teaching, research, and public service was explicitly embraced by land-grant universities in the late 19th century. The Morrill Act of 1862 established these colleges to provide practical education in agriculture and engineering, broadening access to higher education and embedding an ethos of service to community and nation. Over time, American public universities came to define their purpose as threefold: to teach, to create research, and to serve society. Reflecting this understanding, the U.S. National Association of State Universities and Land-Grant Colleges stated that these institutions were assigned “a tripartite mission by the federal government: to teach, to conduct research, and to provide service to communities.”[57] As higher education democratized after World War II, universities worldwide became key drivers of social mobility, scientific innovation, and public problem-solving. The ideal of knowledge for the public good, whether through extension programs to help farmers or scientific research to cure diseases, was widely seen as central to what universities are for.

			Market Forces and the Erosion of Purpose

			In recent decades, however, the noble mission of the university has been put under strain. The rise of market forces, commercial values, and global rankings has challenged universities’ traditional purposes in profound ways. Many institutions found themselves behaving more like businesses in a competitive marketplace than ivory towers pursuing higher ideals. Funding pressures and neoliberal policies led to budget cuts, privatization, and managerial practices in academia (prioritizing efficiency, metrics, and administrative control over traditional academic values).[58] In response, universities competed aggressively for students (and their tuition), research grants, and prestige, a competition quantified in ubiquitous league tables and ranking systems. These rankings, critics argue, effectively commodified higher education by assigning quantitative value to a university’s “product,” reducing education to an exchangeable commodity.[59] They turn the intangible qualities of education into a numeric score, encouraging institutions to behave like firms vying for market share.

			One troubling consequence of these trends has been a narrowing of university purpose. Instead of fostering truth-seekers and citizens, many universities began marketing themselves as providers of credentials and career-oriented skills. Today, many college students reflect this consumer mindset when they say they attend university primarily to obtain a diploma that will lead to better job prospects. Universities themselves frequently present their value as equipping students with the skills and competencies needed for an evolving job market, emphasizing workforce preparation and employability.[60] One expert observes that “this has long been the dominant narrative in American higher education: universities are job preparation factories.” The ultimate purpose of education, in this view, shifts toward economic utility: students are treated as customers, degrees as products, and knowledge as a means to an end (a paycheck) rather than an end in itself.

			The dangers of this commodification are manifold. Former Harvard president Derek Bok argued that higher education is too socially significant to be left to the logic of market forces alone.[61] Yet market logics have indeed encroached: scholars have observed that governing boards increasingly expect presidents to act as corporate-style executives, prioritizing market competitiveness and financial performance;[62] academic departments are valued for generating revenue or rankings rather than pursuing truth; and students, saddled with rising tuition, understandably demand returns on investment. In the scramble for prestige and income, some universities have drifted from their higher purposes. Resources get concentrated in endeavors that boost rankings (such as lavish facilities or research that yields ranking points), sometimes at the expense of teaching quality or public service. Research shows that this “rankability” agenda often stratifies and fragments the sector’s purposes, widening inequities and shortchanging missions that don’t directly translate into metrics.[63] The result, as scholar Christopher Newfield puts it, has been “fragmented decline:” many universities, especially those serving underprivileged students, suffer from less funding and a diluted sense of mission.

			Perhaps most insidiously, the culture of commodification risks alienating faculty and students alike. When universities are run as businesses, academics lament that education is reduced to transactions and outputs. Students become “customers” to be kept satisfied rather than novices to challenge and mentor; professors become content deliverers or grant-chasers rather than sages and critics. Such a climate erodes the collegial, truth-seeking ethos that once defined academia. Little wonder that we now hear a crescendo of voices within and outside the academy asking, as a professor writes, “What is it we are even doing here?”[64] The call is growing louder for universities to remember what they were meant to be and to reclaim a more profound mission beyond the market paradigm.

			The Renewal of the Humanistic Mission in the Intelligent Age

			We stand at a historical inflection point. The dawning Intelligent Age, marked by AI, big data,[65] and global interconnectedness, is disrupting every facet of society, including higher education. AI systems can now produce essays, solve equations, and deliver information on demand. In such a world, the unique value of human learning and universities comes into question. Yet, paradoxically, this high-tech age makes the humanistic mission of universities more vital than ever. As routine knowledge work is automated, universities must focus on cultivating those distinctly human capacities that machines cannot replicate: critical thinking, ethical reasoning, creativity, and wisdom. In short, the new mission of the university must be to nurture “humanistic intelligence,” defined as “the ability to think critically, ethically, and creatively in a world of machines.”[66]

			This represents a return to first principles. The core values of humanism in education, emphasizing human agency, dignity, and moral purpose, need to be brought back to the forefront of university life. In 2023, UNESCO issued guidance for the use of AI in education that urged exactly this kind of recalibration. It called for a “human-centered approach” in which human agency, equity, and dignity take precedence over technology. The UNESCO report cautions that an overreliance on AI, with its promise of efficiency and automation, must not “usurp human thinking” or homogenize knowledge by amplifying only dominant worldviews.[67] In the Intelligent Age, universities should be bulwarks against such trends, ensuring that the pursuit of knowledge always retains a human face and pluralistic perspective.

			What might a renewed humanistic mission entail in practice? Fundamentally, it means shifting the focus from mere knowledge accumulation to wisdom and ethical understanding. Philosopher Nicholas Maxwell has long argued that academia’s overriding aim should evolve “from knowledge to wisdom.” Knowledge alone – facts, data, technical skills – is no longer a sufficient guiding star for universities, if it ever was. Maxwell defines wisdom as “the capacity to realize what is of value, for oneself and others.”[68] In his view, higher education should undergo a revolution so that its central aim becomes the pursuit of wisdom, helping society discover how to live well, solve urgent problems, and create value in humane ways. This means integrating considerations of values, ethics, and meaning into the fabric of teaching and research. It also means breaking down the silo between “pure” academic inquiry and real-world application so that the two are united in the service of human flourishing. The pursuit of truth remains paramount, but truth is understood not as an abstract accumulation of facts but as knowledge imbued with ethical purpose and oriented toward the public good.

			Renewing a humanistic mission also demands that universities reemphasize character formation and ethical citizenship as key outcomes of education. The formation of “intellectually serious, morally awake, truth-seeking human beings” should again be recognized as the highest calling of the university.[69] This was, after all, the classic ideal of liberal education: to cultivate not just a skilled worker but a whole person, one who can think broadly, discern right from wrong, and contribute positively to society. In the age of AI, such formation is even more critical. As one Harvard dean put it, “AI is a powerful tool in the hands of someone who knows how to evaluate its work – and that means someone who knows how to do that work themselves.”[70] In other words, students must learn to be masters of technology and not servants to it. They need philosophical and ethical grounding to question machine outputs, to ask the right questions that machines can’t, and to ensure that technology serves human ends like justice and dignity. Only a robust humanistic education, with philosophy, ethics, and intercultural understanding at its core, can provide this grounding. Far from being made obsolete by AI, the humanities and social sciences become more indispensable: they are what enable future leaders to imbue technology with values and wisdom.

			Consider, for example, the question of truth in a world of AI-generated misinformation. Universities have long seen themselves as guardians of truth but this role takes on new urgency when AI can produce convincingly false narratives on a massive scale. In 2025, the president of Johns Hopkins University (USA), Ronald Daniels, reminded incoming students that institutions like Hopkins must act as “guardians of fact and truth” and “stewards of the liberal democratic experiment” in society.[71] He emphasized that universities at their best champion pluralism, embracing diverse perspectives, and serve as “engines of social mobility” and innovation. This vision captures the renewed mission well: universities should be bastions of truth and inclusion in a fractured world. They should model how to reason and debate openly, how to distinguish evidence from falsehood, and how to harness knowledge to uphold democratic values and human rights. In doing so, they fulfill a deeply humanistic mandate: to advance not just knowledge but also justice, by educating citizens who are equipped to tackle society’s hardest challenges and protect the vulnerable.

			The Reimagining of Teaching, Research, and Service for the 21st Century

			How specifically must the university’s three core missions – teaching, research, and public service – evolve under a renewed humanistic ethos? In practice, each of these facets of academic life needs to be reimagined to meet the demands of a changing world:

			
					
Teaching for wisdom and creativity: University teaching should move beyond rote transmission of facts (which AI now handles easily) and instead prioritize mentorship, critical dialogue, and the cultivation of imagination. Classes must emphasize asking the right questions as much as getting the right answers. As one professor remarked, “In an age where answers are cheap, the ability to ask the right questions has never been more valuable.”[72] This might mean redesigning curricula to integrate ethical reasoning and systems thinking into all fields: engineers learning philosophy, literature students engaging with data science. Some institutions are already taking steps in this direction. For instance, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology has woven ethics modules into its computing courses, and Stanford’s human-centered AI initiative merges technical training with moral and social analysis. The mode of teaching, too, may tilt toward experiential and discussion-based learning that AI cannot replicate – seminars, debates, lab projects – where students practice thinking critically and collaboratively. Importantly, professors become more than lecturers. They serve as intellectual role models and mentors, modeling the “sacrifice, toil, or grit” it takes to seek truth and understanding.[73] Such personal mentorship helps students develop intellectual virtues and a sense of purpose rather than just accumulating credits. In short, teaching in the renewed university is about forming wise, creative, and ethical minds, not just informing them.

					
Research with ethics and purpose: The research mission must likewise be steered toward humanity’s most pressing needs and conducted with a strong ethical compass. Today’s global challenges – climate change, pandemics, inequality, algorithmic bias – are complex and interconnected, defying single-discipline solutions. Universities must foster interdisciplinary research as never before, breaking down silos to bring together insights from science, engineering, the humanities, and beyond. Indeed, universities worldwide now “pin their faith on interdisciplinary research as the ‘magic bullet’ to solve major global challenges such as climate crisis, democratic [in]stability, and global health inequity.”[74] Recent initiatives reflect this trend. Oxford University (United Kingdom), for example, launched the Institute for Ethics in AI and other cross-cutting centers that unite philosophers, computer scientists, lawyers, and sociologists to tackle the ethical and societal aspects of technology. Similarly, Uppsala University (Sweden) has funded cross-disciplinary teams for sustainability research. These efforts recognize that complex problems demand holistic thinking and a blend of methodologies. Moreover, research agendas should be guided by a vision of public value and global responsibility. In a humanistic frame, the success of research is not measured solely by publications or patents but by its contribution to human welfare and understanding. This could mean incentivizing projects on renewable energy rather than, for instance, minor improvements in advertising technology, thereby aligning scholarly incentives with the long-term needs of people and the planet. It also means instilling ethical training for researchers (e.g., the responsible conduct of AI research to avoid perpetuating biases). As Fei-Fei Li, a leading AI scientist, notes, “We have a historic opportunity and responsibility to establish a human-centered framework for AI research, education, practice and policy.”[75] That sense of responsibility should permeate all research, ensuring that universities remain conscience of society as much as its knowledge factories.

					
Engagement and global service: In the third traditional mission, often called the “service” or civic mission, universities must see themselves as active partners in society, not ivory towers apart. This starts locally: colleges can serve their communities through outreach, policy advice, health clinics, legal aid, educational partnerships, and more. But it also extends globally. The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), for example, provide a blueprint for areas like poverty reduction, health, education, and climate action. Many universities have begun aligning their strategies with the SDGs, recognizing that higher education has a crucial role in advancing this global agenda.[76] By integrating sustainability and social impact into their missions, universities “amplify their impact, cultivate global citizenship, and strengthen a collective commitment to sustainable development.” A case in point is the University of California, Davis (USA), which has incorporated the SDGs into its campus initiatives and encouraged students to tackle systemic problems through a global lens. New models of community-engaged scholarship also exist, such as participatory research projects in which faculty and students co-create solutions with community members, ensuring that knowledge serves those who need it most. Ultimately, renewing the service mission means embracing the idea of the university as a social institution with obligations to promote equity, inclusion, and democracy. This can involve difficult work: addressing historical injustices on campus, partnering with underserved schools, or standing up for scientific facts in public discourse. But it aligns with the oldest ideals of academia as a source of societal betterment. In practicing such engagement, universities fulfill their mandate to advance justice and human flourishing alongside knowledge.
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