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AI is a growing and evolving technology that is 
surrounded by a lot of hype about its ability to 
transform many sectors, especially higher education. 
Currently, AI is being integrated into higher education 
in various ways, such as through intelligent tutoring 
systems, AI-driven assessment tools, and personalized 
learning platforms. These technologies aim to 
enhance the learning experience by providing 
customized feedback, assessing student performance, 
and automating administrative tasks. 

There are ongoing discussions about the ethical 
implications and the need for proper implementation 
to ensure that AI benefits all stakeholders in the 
education sector. Additionally, the possibilities of 
this technology, its rapid development, and the 
unknown scale of its eventual disruption contribute a 
lot of uncertainty and worry in the higher education 
sector, along with the excitement from the promises 
of this technology. There is a growing concern that 
the future of higher education is being decided and 
imposed by technological advancements rather than 
being co-created with educators and learners.

Futures and foresight approaches can play a crucial 
role in helping navigate through uncertainty and 
regaining a sense of agency. By exploring trends and 
feelings around disruptive issues, a range of potential 
futures can be created and explored, potentially 
sparking new connections and allowing participants 
to imagine paths for themselves in these futures.

This proactive approach not only helps in identifying 
emerging trends and challenges but also fosters a 
collaborative environment where players can co-create 
the future together. Through strategic foresight, 
higher education can move from a reactive stance to 
a more empowered and adaptive one, ensuring that 
the sector remains resilient and responsive to the 
evolving needs of society.

To illustrate this, the Research and Foresight Team 
conducted three workshops with the staff of 
eCampusOntario in August and September 2024 to 
explore the futures of Artificial Intelligence in Higher 
Education.  This report summarizes some of the 
findings and culminates in questions, for you the 
reader, to contribute to the continuing conversation 
of how AI might impact higher education.

Adapted from Joseph Voros, The Futures Cone

Emerging or maturing trends today allow 
us to imagine possible futures. 

These futures are useful in informing our 
strategies, while our strategies help 
inform our actions today.

plausibility

The rings represent 
the level of plausibility 
of a specific future 
outcome, ranging from 
more plausible towards 
the inner rings, to less 
plausible towards the 
outer rings. 

FUTURES INFORMING STRATEGIES OF TODAY

Learn more about Research and Foresight at eCampusOntario.

https://thevoroscope.com/2017/02/24/the-futures-cone-use-and-history/
https://ecampusontario.ca/research-and-foresight/


Welcome to a possible future 
of artificial intelligence in  
higher education

Methodology: 
eCampusOntario staff participated in a series of 
workshops using strategic foresight methodologies 
designed to explore the futures of AI in higher 
education. Participants shared their current 
perceptions and experiences with AI in higher 
education, envisioned what AI’s role might become 
by 2044, and discussed three Wildcard Futures. They 
then defined their preferred future for higher 

education in 2044, identified current limitations, and 
brainstormed strategic initiatives to overcome these 
barriers and support their transition to the preferred 
future. Insights were captured through pre and post 
workshop surveys and using Miro during the 
workshop. Participants’ contributions during the 
workshops were analyzed using an inductive 
thematic analysis. The future articulated below is 
the synthesis of the preferred futures imagined in 
each workshop. 

In the vision of the preferred future across all three workshops, post-secondary education is highly 
immersive, leveraging advanced AR/VR technologies to provide experiential learning that is both 
engaging and practical. AI plays a crucial role in individualizing education, tailoring learning 
experiences to each student’s needs and connecting them with real-world scenarios and job 
experiences. This personalized approach extends beyond academics, offering bespoke support for 
mental health, fitness, accessibility, and personal development. 

Education is accessible to all, regardless of geographic location, allowing students to receive 
high-quality, institution-led education without the need to relocate. The focus of education has 
shifted from merely job-related skills to help foster individual and community enlightenment and 
fulfillment. AI tutors and assistants facilitate lifelong learning and meaningful connections between 
education, job satisfaction and community needs. 

Despite all the technology, human emotional skills are highly valued, with AI also lending a helping 
and patient hand, aiding in the development of these skills. As a result, interpersonal relationships 
and community connections are enhanced and stronger than ever. Social interactions are 
prioritized, with mandated free time and social matching within higher education to foster strong 
community bonds. In-person classes are in high demand, offering specialized and distinctive 
experiences that complement the dynamic, AI-enhanced skill-based curriculum. 

Overall, this future envisions a harmonious blend of technology and human connection, where 
higher education is not only a path to career success but also a journey towards personal growth 
and societal contribution.



The inductive thematic analysis identified three prominent themes across 
all workshops: meaning and intrinsic motivation, cultural shift in 
environmental awareness, and harmonious human-AI interaction. 

By distilling conversations and future imagining of the preferred future into clear themes, focus 
can be placed on significant areas that could drive meaningful change.  These themes can be 
used as a framework to articulate a vision and facilitate discussion about the future for AI in 
higher education. 

Meaning and 
Motivation

The emphasis on finding meaning and intrinsic 
motivation reflects a commitment within the 
educational landscape for every participant to feel 
valued and impactful.

Environmental 
Shift

Environmental consciousness and a cultural shift 
towards sustainability-first focus highlight a future 
where educational institutions lead by example in 
green initiatives, instilling a sense of responsibility in 
students and staff as integral parts of the planet’s 
ecosystem. 

Harmonious 
Human-AI 

Interactions

Harmonious integration of AI underscores a balanced 
approach to technology, ensuring that AI enhances 
humane practices and human capabilities.



THEME: 

Meaning and Intrinsic Motivation

Many individuals derive profound meaning from their 
work, and in the preferred future, this search for 
meaning is paramount and central to the purpose of 
higher education.  AI can do many tasks, so there are 
more choices and flavours to what jobs entail, 
depending on what each particular human is most 
excited about. The educational journey is not just 
about acquiring knowledge and skills but about 
discovering one’s passions and aligning them with a 
greater purpose and molding the AI to work well with 
an individual’s style. This approach ensures that 
students are not only prepared for their careers but 
also find fulfillment and satisfaction.

Teaching assistants, administrators, instructors, and 
employers in higher education pick these roles 
because they are all intrinsically motivated by the 

opportunity to make a tangible difference in 
students’ lives. They find fulfillment in fostering 
personal and community growth, facilitating lifelong 
learning, and bridging the gap between education 
and real-world applications, launching their 
graduates into happy and productive lives. 

This sense of purpose is deeply rooted in all 
students in higher education. This personal meaning 
shapes an eager, connected, and capable society, 
working collaboratively with AI and other humans, 
not only for academic success but also scientific 
and humanitarian advancement and well-being.

How might personal meaning and making choices about the tasks you 
perform versus those handled by a customized AI transform your 
experience of higher education? Share your thoughts here.

Return to Themes

https://ecampus.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_8iRvmbuK0ReKx8O


THEME: 

A Shift in Cultural Environmental Awareness

A cultural shift in environmental connection and 
awareness could deepen our appreciation and 
understanding of our interdependence with nature. 
This awareness might drive the integration of 
sustainable practices and policies that protect 
ecosystems. By recognizing the intricate web of life, 
individuals are more likely to make decisions that 
consider the well-being of all living beings.

In higher education, this perspective can transform 
institutions by prioritizing sustainability in 
infrastructure, curriculum, and community 
engagement. Campuses could become living 
laboratories for sustainable practices, where 
students learn through hands-on experiences. This 
approach could equip students with the knowledge 
and skills needed to lead with environmental 

awareness in all their future endeavors. These webs 
are very complex, and AI could help to untangle and 
understand nuanced connections, as well as helping 
to help design the integration of human actions into 
these ecosystem processes.

Viewing oneself as part of an ecosystem can foster 
collaboration and innovation. Students, faculty, and 
staff would work together and with AI to develop 
solutions that benefit both people and the planet. 
This collaborative spirit can influence local 
communities and industries to adopt more 
sustainable practices.

Return to Themes

How might the ethos of being part of an ecosystem change the way 
higher education is experienced? Share your thoughts here.

https://ecampus.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_8iRvmbuK0ReKx8O


THEME: 

Harmonious Human-AI Interaction

Harmonious human-AI interaction emphasizes AI 
assisting humans while respecting human values 
and decisions. This partnership enhances 
productivity, creativity, and problem-solving, ensuring 
that technology amplifies human potential rather 
than replacing it. With the advent of artificial general 
intelligence (AGI), some tasks are no longer 
performed by humans because AI can perform them 
significantly more efficiently and accurately.

In higher education, AI can revolutionize learning by 
personalizing experiences and providing real-time 
customization and feedback. Teaching assistants 
and instructors use AI to tailor support, while 
administrators leverage it for efficiency, allowing a 
focus on strategic tasks. This prepares students for 
a workforce where AI is a ubiquitous tool.

AI provides a source of truth for fact-based 
questions, enabling students to rely less on holding 

this information and develop critical thinking and 
decision-making skills. AI also facilitates innovative 
research by analyzing data and generating insights it 
shares with humans for directing next steps. This 
collaboration leads to speedy breakthroughs in 
various disciplines. By working alongside AI, 
students, faculty, and researchers can direct how the 
boundaries of knowledge and innovation are pushed.

The interaction between humans and AI is 
characterized by mutual respect and clear roles. 
Employers value AI’s insights but prioritize human 
qualities like creativity, dreaming, and emotional 
intelligence. This harmonious integration of AI 
fosters a balanced environment where technology 
amplifies human potential, and cultural norms 
ensure that AI is used ethically and thoughtfully.

How do you think you will interact with AI in higher education in the 
future? Share your thoughts here.

Return to Themes

https://ecampus.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_8iRvmbuK0ReKx8O



