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This is what’s next.
Seven predictions for the future of higher education
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Inspired by the generation  
of students who will be 
entering college ten years  
from now, we’ve identified 
seven future states that  
will define tomorrow’s  
higher education.
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This is  Anika. 
In ten years, she wi l l 
go on to study network 
securi ty  architecture. 
She’ l l  pay a third less 
than her peers going 
into higher-paying f ields, 
and use her exceptional 
hacking ski l ls  for  good.
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Institutions will scale the 
cost of tuition to the 

demand for the degree.
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Ten years from now,  
Anika will be doing the  
work the world needs.  
And fifteen years from now, 
she could already be done 
paying off  her student loans. 
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P A Y  W H A T  I T ’ S  W O R T H . 

Controlling tuition for higher-demand, lower-paying degrees will 

be the norm, along with raising it for popular fields with generous 

paychecks. The benefits will be plentiful: Students will graduate with 

lower debt, a wider field of options, and more amenable pool of 

potential employers. And they’ll spur the economy, with qualified 

individuals doing the jobs that need to be done.
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By evening out inequity.
 
An engineering major and an early 
childhood education major each pay 
the same tuition. But ten years into their 
careers, the teacher will carry more 
education debt relative to income — on 
average, 10 percent more.1 With lower 
tuition for degrees in lower-paying fields, 
majors like education will become more 
attractive to students. And students will 
select majors based on their passions and 
skills, not on the quickest way to get a 
great paycheck or pay back a loan.

H O W  W E ’ L L  G E T  T H E R E

By being transparent.
 
With a three-tiered tuition scale —  
putting majors into brackets of lower, 
medium, and higher price — institutions 
would project a great degree of 
openness. Consumer brands such as 
Whole Foods, Zappos, and Patagonia 
have shown the value of clarity and 
transparency in building loyalty.2 

Higher ed will, too.
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By embracing the 
unpredictable.
 
Job demand can be a lagging indicator, 
and a fast-emerging technology 
can disrupt even the most careful 
projections. Here’s where the liberal 
arts are crucial: they prepare students 
for the jobs that don’t exist yet. There’s 
already strong data showing that liberal 
arts grads see greater career success 
in the long term.4 In the future, schools 
won’t just prepare for the not-yet 
job; they’ll react quickly by devoting 
resources to projecting and shaping 
these careers.

Average starting salary 
with engineering degree

$67,000

After ten years, 

$150,000+

Average starting salary 
with English degree

$33,500

After ten years, 

$53,0003
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T H E  B O T T O M  L I N E 

Persistent shortages of qualified individuals is both a drag on the 

economy and a huge missed opportunity for schools and students. 

With scaled tuition, higher education can meet its obligation to build 

a fair and equitable society, and happier grads with less debt will do a 

better job fulfilling the social contract.
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Meet Evan. 
In ten years, he wi l l  spend 
a year in Lodi, Ohio, where 
his  medical  studies wi l l 
col l ide with a passion for 
agriculture. His  parents wi l l 
come to love cal l ing him 
“our son, the farmer.”
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Instead of study abroad, 
institutions will offer richer 

domestic experiences.

F U T U R E  S T A T E  T W O
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Ten years from now,  
Evan will have tasted local 
foods, made lifelong friends, 
and gotten immersed in 
the local cultures of  Baton 
Rouge, the Badlands, and 
the Bay Area.
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W E L C O M E  T O  S T U D Y  A C R O S S . 

With fewer international students coming to U.S. schools, and more 

Americans nervous about international travel, overseas educational 

experiences will dwindle. Tomorrow’s students will spend a semester 

or more in other parts of the country, deeply immersed in communities 

that are many miles outside their comfort zones.

T
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By smashing the bubble.
 
The social media echo chamber that 
insulates us from our fellow citizens is real. 
But while the algorithms of Facebook and 
Google are powerful and precise, there’s 
evidence that we’re doing much of the 
filtering ourselves.5 There are antidotes, 
like the browser extension that puts items 
from different points of view into a user’s 
news feed. But imagine a student from the 
Upper West Side trading places with one 
from rural Wyoming. That would be the 
quintessential “study across” experience.

By striking while  
the mind is open.
 
Campus culture has earned a reputation 
for insularity, seen by some as anathema 
to so-called “real America.” But beyond 
a small subset of rock-ribbed partisans, 
today’s college-aged Americans are 
politically wide open — a trend, despite 
all the forces of polarization, that’s likely 
to hold.6 Study across can tap into this 
openness, putting students in the thick 
of unfamiliar settings and providing 
the type of firsthand experiences that 
deflate the “fear the other” narrative. This 
type of program will have far-reaching 
consequences for everyone: on campus 
and everywhere else.

H O W  W E ’ L L  G E T  T H E R E
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By learning from 
AmeriCorps.
 
AmeriCorps has been immersing idealistic 
young people in disparate communities  
since the ‘90s. But the program, and many  
like it, have struggled against political 
headwinds and the economics of the  
recently graduated. Amid the costs of 
relocating, the desire to get a career  
started, and yes, student loan debt,  
the mere $5,920 that AmeriCorps forgives  
is a tough sell.8 But by building similar 
immersive experiences into the  
undergraduate experience, students  
could learn the same lessons sooner,  
and apply them right away in their  
post-college journey. 

of young respondents to 
Pew Research’s landmark 
Political Typology study 
identified themselves as 
politically independent 
and socially moderate7

51%
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T H E  B O T T O M  L I N E 

American society in general and higher education in particular 

have grown more insular. But by granting students intimate, 

firsthand knowledge of how their fellow Americans live, 
universities will help change perceptions and test beliefs,  

and our states might just stay united.

T
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This is  Luke.  
In ten years, he wi l l  earn 
a bachelor ’s  degree in 
materials  science from 
his  favori te brand of 
sneakers, and hit  the job 
market running, jumping, 
and st icking the landing.



Rather than waiting for 
universities to produce 

the workforce they need, 
companies will create their 

own universities.  

F U T U R E  S T A T E  T H R E E
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Ten years from now,  
Luke will have the career 
opportunities that come 
with a bachelor ’s degree 
from Nike and a Tesla Ph.D.
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U N I V E R S I T Y ,  I N C . 

Companies are spending loads of money and time finding qualified 

candidates. With the average cost per hire now above $4,000 and 

the average time from job posting to interview at 40 days,9 companies 

have a higher stake than ever in the future of higher education. And 

even at this deep level of investment, companies often still struggle to 

find graduates with the skill set and experience they’re looking for. 
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By embracing the  
four-year orientation.
 
Employers are increasingly impatient with 
the ramp-up time between onboarding new 
hires and the day they become productive 
members of the team. But when new 
employees walk in the front door of Apple 
with four years of Apple training and Apple 
experience, it will begin to level the playing 
ground between the new kid on the block 
and the seasoned professional. 

H O W  W E ’ L L  G E T  T H E R E

By killing the major.
 
Scott Buck, university program director at 
Intel, is helping to revamp undergraduate 
cybersecurity curricula. Why? As he puts 
it, “Ninety-nine percent of the people 
coming out of academia don’t necessarily 
have the right skill set needed. What they 
have is the knowledge area to learn those 
skill sets.”10 Today’s majors are no longer 
a direct pipeline to tomorrow’s jobs. 
Corporate universities will signal a move 
from education that’s based in a certain 
discipline toward one that’s built for the 
jobs employers need. 
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Computer programming is the most popular 
major today not because people will build a 
career out of it, but because it’s a means to 

facilitate the career they really want. Or  
the one they’ll build.11

Kamau Bobb 
 Founding Senior Director, Constellations 

Center for Equity in Computing at  
Georgia Institute of Technology

”

”
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Ernst & Young University is proud to be 
the alma mater of the finest financial 

minds in the country. 

Amazon.edu designs the future of 
logistics and retail, and supplies the 
massive workforce that will power it. 

ConAgra Institute: Built for the  
science and business majors who 

 will build Ag 2.0. 

The University of Google boasts the 
best pool of programmers and digital 

experience designers. 
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T H E  B O T T O M  L I N E 

With corporate-sponsored curricula, employers can give their future 

employees the perfect portfolio of skills for contributing capably 

to the company on day one. An education from an innovative, 

respected brand will look just as good — or better — than a traditional 

accreditation on your résumé. 

25



26

Meet Cecil ia. 
In ten year s ,  she’ l l  be 
the co - chair  of  both 
the board of  t rus tees 
and the C ampus Transi t 
Commis s ion.  She’ l l  a lso 
hos t  an open mic a t  the 
s tudent- run cof feehouse.
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to students as key 
decision-makers.

F U T U R E  S T A T E  F O U R
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Ten years from now,  
Cecilia will be even more  
invested in the success and 
livelihood of  her college, 
because not only will her 
voice be heard, she’ll  also 
be making critical decisions 
within the institution.
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A T  L A R G E  A N D  I N  C H A R G E . 

Students have been standing up and speaking out for generations. 

Today, they have more ways than ever to be heard, and they expect 

people to listen. Tomorrow, they will command the podium and guide 

leadership boards, acting on their desire to run things better, and 

being held accountable for doing so. Top-down governance is on the 

way out. The future will be student centered and student led.
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By legitimizing students 
with legitimate power.
 
Because college campuses are a training 
ground for the leaders of tomorrow, 
there is a strong argument for expanding 
leadership roles for students — not just within 
student organizations, but throughout the 
institution. Students need to be part of the 
tough conversations, the rule setting, and 
the curriculum building, and they’re up for 
the task.12 Imagine the impact they could 
have on shaping policy, building out master 
plans, and building stronger relationships 
between administrators and students. 

H O W  W E ’ L L  G E T  T H E R E

By building better boards.
 
A quick glance at the boards of many 
current colleges and universities reveals one, 
sometimes two, student members.13 That’s 
compared to ten, twenty, thirty, or more 
trustees — often alumni who are decades 
older. In the future, boards of trustees will be 
composed of an equal number or a majority 
of student members. And young alumni will 
be better represented in the membership. 
Even with continual and systematic turnover, 
boards with greater student representation 
will almost certainly be more responsive than 
those filled with people who haven’t been 
students for 40 years.
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By unleashing the 
philanthro-teens.
 
Gen Z tends to go all in with causes,16  
yet we know young alumni rarely  
give back to their alma maters. In  
the future, universities will partner 
students with development officers  
to identify and cultivate donors and 
funding sources that align with the 
institution’s philanthropic profile.  
Giving students a say in where the 
university’s money comes from will 
inspire loyalty for decades.

of public institution 
boards include at least 
one student member 14

of independent institution 
boards include at least  
one student member 15

70%

21%
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T H E  B O T T O M  L I N E 

The institutions that will govern best will be the ones governed by  

and for the students. This shift will represent a more meaningful level 

of investment for current students and future alumni, who will look at 

their school, see themselves, and engage accordingly.
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Meet James. 
In ten years, he wi l l 
t ransmit  his  applicat ion 
along with his  transcripts, 
scores, and a 12-point 
curr iculum proposal  with 
faculty requirements.



Institutions will cater to 
extreme customization.

F U T U R E  S T A T E  F I V E
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Ten years from now,  
James will continue to do 
James. Rather than gaining 
the skills the job market 
requires, he’ll  write his own 
rules to create a career 
that ’s his and his alone.

36
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C H O O S E  Y O U R  O W N  A D V E N T U R E . 

Today, people are customizing everything: lunch orders, outfits 

created on a 3-D printer, and vacations with five AirBnBs in five 

different cities. Soon students will require of their education 

what they demand of their frozen yogurt: free rein to explore and 

experiment, in pursuit of novel (and sometimes challenging) results. 

F
IV

E
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By adapting to  
adapting quickly.
 
When no norms are the new norm,  
colleges and universities will have to 
redefine their approach to everything, 
offering new options that can be tailored 
to each student’s unique needs. Today, 
56 percent of Gen Z-ers would rather 
write their own job description than be 
given a generic one, and 62 percent 
would rather customize their own career 
plan than have an organization lay one 
out for them.17 That’s one of the few 
things that won’t change. 

H O W  W E ’ L L  G E T  T H E R E

By investing in loyalty.
 
Gen Z places a higher value on loyalty than 
the generation before them, as long as they 
feel like they’re getting something in return. 
Universities will need to cater to their needs 
to keep them enrolled, but it needn’t be bells 
or whistles. By simply adjusting tuition for 
returning students, institutions will be repaid 
in respect, from students who keep returning 
along their lifelong educational journey.
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61% of Gen Z-ers would 
gladly stay with a job for

10 years or more20

4 jobs 
Millennials will hold 

in their first 10 years 
out of school21

By rerouting the  
degree journey.
 
Only 55 percent of students enrolled  
in college graduate in six years,18 and only 
about 25 percent of part-time students 
graduate at all.19 This means colleges 
will rethink the meaning of “finish on 
time” — maybe even decide that there is  
no “finish” or “on time.” Since the academic 
journey is often a lifelong one, maybe 
graduation will be seen as the end of a  
lap, not a finish line. The goal will be to  
keep students on your institution’s track,  
and to prepare for a course (and courses) 
that’s ever changing. 
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T H E  B O T T O M  L I N E 

An approved list of majors won’t cut it anymore. Invent-your-own 

programs will become the rule, not the exception. Colleges will need 

to adapt to new organizational structures, new roles for advisors, new 

everything. But it will be worthwhile for all involved and enrolled. 

F
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This is  Evelyn.  
In ten years, she wi l l 
celebrate publishing her 
second historical  novel 
with spring break plans 
to vis i t  the Salvador Dal í 
museum, the Kennedy 
Space Center, and the 
International  Contra 
Dance Symposium.



Institutions will court and 
cultivate dot-connectors. 

F U T U R E  S T A T E  S I X

S
IX

F
U

T
U

R
E 

S
TA

T
E



44

Ten years from now,  
Evelyn will pull together 
thinking from engineering, 
philosophy, genetics, 
musicology, and countless 
other disciplines to become 
a quadruple-plus threat.
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S
IX

M A K E  R O O M  F O R  3 - D  S T U D E N T S . 

Historically, well-rounded students were prized. Then, institutions 

recognized the value of the “T-shaped” student, who could think widely 

and go deep. Tomorrow, we’ll need 3-D students: people with wild 

minds and a wide field of vision. Think the liberal arts in overdrive — with 

a rocket pack, a universal translator, and a time machine.
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By thinking (and planning) 
exponentially.
 
For almost all of history, yesterday offered 
enough clues to predict what would happen 
tomorrow. That’s because, for the most part, 
innovation happened linearly. In recent years, 
the pace has been quickening. Futurist Ray 
Kurzweil contends that the pace of technology 
is doubling every decade.22 As we approach 
the knee of that banking curve, every graduate 
will need to be ready to ride the rising wave of 
change, be it technological, social, biological, 
or all of the above. 

H O W  W E ’ L L  G E T  T H E R E

By seeing the humanity  
in technology.  
 
Members of Gen Z are considered the first 
true digital natives. But growing up entirely 
in the internet age transcends an affinity for 
technology: it’s a fundamentally different way 
of thinking, communicating, and creating. 
Futurists see an inevitable and fortuitous 
blurring of the boundaries of biology and 
technology. In fact, it’s already happening. 
(Ever feel like you’re attached to your smart 
device?) Technology has great power to 
unleash human potential, and resistance is 
more than futile: it’s counterproductive.
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By tapping into the 
nontraditionals.
 
Experience is an extraordinary lens 
for knowledge, and experience is the 
nontraditional student’s stock in trade. 
Tomorrow’s institutions will tap this 
expertise in multiple ways. They’ll take a 
page from the future of libraries, turning 
classrooms into places where knowledge is 
shared rather than handed down.24 Today’s 
employers are just beginning to seek out 
nontraditional graduates. Those who ignore 
them tomorrow do so at their peril.25 But 
institutions that embrace this experience 
and teach from it will connect the dots when 
it comes to preparing dot-connectors.

How fast is innovation accelerating? Today 
your entire genome can be mapped for the 
price of an iPhone X. 

C O S T  P E R  G E N O M E 23

‘01     ‘02     ‘03     ‘04     ‘05     ‘06     ‘07     ‘08     ‘09     ‘10     ‘11     ‘12     ‘13     ‘14     ‘15

$100M

$10M

$1M

$100K

$10K

$1K
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S
IX

T H E  B O T T O M  L I N E 

Tomorrow will not favor the linear thinker. It will embrace individuals 

with an intuitive mastery of the universe of information: those with the 

capacity to consider ideas in parallel, to synthesize concepts from wildly 

divergent disciplines, and to plot their trajectories in every direction.

49
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Meet Kaian.  
In ten years, he wi l l 
narrow his  col lege search 
through an audit  of 
cul inary programs, band 
scenes, Nobel laureates, 
public transit  rel iabi l i ty, 
and robotics teams.



Institutions will focus more 
on what they do best and 
less on how they compare.
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Ten years from now,  
Kaian will be an active 
member of  his university 
alumni organization, 
because he made his 
college decision not 
because of  an algorithm, 
but with his heart.
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R E P U T A T I O N  B E Y O N D  R A N K I N G S . 

Rankings once reigned supreme. Today, forward-thinking 

institutions are questioning their worth, eyeing indications of 

their diminishing returns. Tomorrow, schools will be measured by 

institutional culture, their student experience, and the long-term 

value of the degrees they offer.
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By focusing on fit. 
 
After applying and being accepted to all 
eight Ivy League universities, Ronald Nelson 
clicked on the “accept” button for the 
University of Alabama. Not because it was 
a top 10 academic institution, not to play 
football, but because it felt right.26 Like many 
students of his generation, he weighed many 
options, including rankings, financial aid, 
academic programs, and culture, boiling 
the decision down to one fundamental 
question: “Is this school a good fit for me?” 
Today, there are more and more resources 
to help students find their fit, including 
CollegeConfidential.com, Colleges that 
Change Lives, and even Yelp. Rankings are 
ephemeral. Experiences are unforgettable. 

H O W  W E ’ L L  G E T  T H E R E

By not trading  
ranking for diversity. 
 
The rankings arms race leads schools to 
target wealthier students who enjoy two 
linked advantages: decent test scores and 
ability to pay. Today, for example, Princeton 
and Yale admit more students from the 
top 1 percent of earners than the bottom 
60 percent combined.27 Compare that 
to Amherst College, whose need-blind 
admission process contributes to  
the school’s extraordinary diversity. It’s 
schools like that who will thrive tomorrow. 
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By creating  
perfect-fit alumni. 
 
It’s not rankings and statistics that make 
alumni reflect fondly upon their college 
days. It’s everything else. The school’s 
culture, faculty, and overall experience are 
what contribute to alumni engagement and 
retention, and they do much to advance an 
institution’s reputation. Through a renewed 
focus on attracting the perfect-fit student, 
tomorrow’s universities will create new 
generations of alumni who, throughout 
their lives and careers, feel a stronger 
connection to their alma maters. And  
they’ll respond with their continued 
emotional and financial support. 

First-year students said 
that rankings came in  
12th among the most 
important factors in 
their college decision, 
after social activities, 
academic reputation, 
and a visit to campus28 
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T H E  B O T T O M  L I N E 

It’s great being #1 — until you’re #3. Tomorrow’s thriving institutions 

won’t be defined by rankings. Instead, they’ll be known for the cultures 

they create, the people they foster, and the platforms they give light to. 
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After working with nearly 150 colleges and universities to develop their 

brands and their admissions and advancement campaigns, Ologie has 

a deep understanding of the challenges schools face, the successes 

they’ve had, and the road ahead. Each client we interact with is different, 

but they all inform our view of the higher education landscape. This 

landscape is evolving, in large part because of the work you do. 

T O G E T H E R ,  W E ’ R E  P R O U D  T O  S H A P E  T H E  P E O P L E  
W H O  G O  O N  T O  S H A P E  T H E  W O R L D .  
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