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01 -+ Framing

Defining the Domain

ABSTRACT

Higher education is being simultaneously struck by five compounding forces: a demographic
cliff reducing the traditional-age student population, an Al-driven disruption of what learning
can and should look like, a collapse in perceived degree value, a withdrawal of federal
funding at historic scale, and the emergence of alternative credential pathways that are
eroding the university's monopoly on career preparation. These forces are not arriving
sequentially - they are converging now. This white paper applies the University of Houston
Framework Foresight methodology to map the transformation of higher education through
2036. It identifies five confirmed drivers, four critical uncertainties, and four scenarios that
describe genuinely different institutional futures. The analysis concludes with implications
across stakeholder groups and strategic recommendations for institutions, policymakers,
employers, and learners navigating the most consequential disruption the sector has faced in
a century.

The Houston Framework Foresight method begins by establishing scope, stakeholders, and the
central framing question. Getting this right matters: higher education is one of the few sectors
where multiple simultaneous disruptions are compounding rather than arriving in sequence.

The domain is higher education as a system: the institutions, credentials, pedagogical practices,
funding structures, and social contracts that have organized the transfer of knowledge and the
signaling of capability for the past century. The lens is Al - not Al as one technology among
many, but Al as a force that is simultaneously disrupting what learning does, how it is delivered,
what it costs, and what value it creates.

| The Framing Question

As Al restructures what knowledge is worth, how learning happens, and who can credential it,
what survives of the university, what is replaced, and what new forms of education emerge to fill
the gap?

SCOPE BOUNDARIES

This analysis covers the United States higher education system as its primary focus, with global
context where directly relevant. It spans undergraduate and graduate education, professional
continuing education, the credential ecosystem, and the workforce pipeline.

KEY STAKEHOLDERS

University presidents, provosts, and boards; faculty and academic labor; students
(traditional-age and adult learners); employers and corporate talent functions; accrediting
bodies; federal and state policymakers; edtech platforms and alternative credential providers;
and the communities, particularly rural and regional, that depend on higher education
institutions as economic anchors.
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02 -+ Scanning

Environmental Scan

The scanning step collects and organizes signals of change across all five STEEP domains:
Social, Technological, Economic, Environmental, and Political, tagged by Three Horizons
designation. H1 signals extend the current system. H2 signals mark the collision zone between
old and new. H3 signals represent the new system emerging at the edge.

Key markers at the time of writing: 16 nonprofit colleges closed in 2025, the same pace as
2024, accelerating into 2026. More than 90% of employers now prefer candidates with a verified
microcredential on their CV over those without (Coursera, 2025). And 86% of education
organizations are using generative Al — the highest adoption rate of any industry (Microsoft,
2025).

Domain Signal Horizon

Social Perceived value of a college degree in steep decline; NBC poll H1
(Nov. 2025) shows Americans have grown deeply skeptical of
higher education as a path to the middle class

Social The 'missing men' crisis deepens: women now outnumber men H1
60/40 on campus; men increasingly choosing trades, vocational
paths, and workforce entry over degree programs

Social Gen Z's radical pragmatism: prioritizes career alignment and H2
measurable ROl over institutional prestige; drives demand for
microcredentials, flexible schedules, and skills-first pathways

Social Al academic integrity arms race: universities partner with Al H2
companies, students use Al to complete work, institutions deploy Al
detectors with documented bias against ESL and Black students

Social Emergence of Al as peer and mentor: students increasingly form H3
learning relationships with Al tutors more responsive and available
than human instructors

Tech 86% of education organizations using generative Al in 2025 — H1
highest adoption rate of any industry; Al moving from pilot
experiments to core institutional strategy (Microsoft, 2025)

Tech RCT (Scientific Reports, 2025) demonstrates Al tutoring H2
outperforms in-class active learning with effect sizes of 0.73-1.3
standard deviations; students learned more in less time with higher
reported engagement

Tech OECD 2026 Digital Education Outlook: Al access improves outputs H2
but advantage disappears without access on exams — Al-assisted
learning must be redesigned, not just adopted

Tech Adaptive Al platforms capable of full course delivery, real-time H2
feedback, and personalized pacing operating at a fraction of human
instruction cost — commercially available now and improving
rapidly
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Signal

Horizon

Tech

Tech

Economic

Economic

Economic

Economic

Economic

Economic

Environmental

Environmental

Environmental

Environmental

Al-powered administrative functions (admissions, advising, student
services, scheduling) reducing need for administrative staff — a
major cost center in higher education

Potential emergence of Al systems capable of credentialing
competency directly — bypassing institutional intermediaries
entirely through verified assessment and continuous learning
records

Demographic cliff arriving: 13% projected decline in high school
graduates 2025-2041; over 100 institutions flagged as at risk of
closure or merger; 16 nonprofit colleges closed in 2025

Federal funding withdrawal: $18B NIH reduction proposed, $5.1B
NSF cut, 15+ states cutting public university budgets; Grad PLUS
loan elimination July 1, 2026 affecting 1.8M borrowers

Maijor institution cuts: USC laid off 900+ employees; Stanford cut
363; Northwestern cut 424 (5% of workforce); The New School
closing or overhauling 30 academic programs, pausing all doctoral
admissions

Microcredential economics upending degree ROI: 90%+ of
employers prefer candidates with verified microcredentials
(Coursera, 2025); Big Tech issuing domain credentials treated as
equivalent to degrees

36.8M Americans hold 'some college, no credential' (SCNC); 76%
say stackable microcredentials would increase interest in
completing their education, the largest untapped adult learning
market

Consolidation era: 19% of senior college leaders report serious
internal merger conversations; 19% of presidents say merger or
acquisition somewhat or very likely within five years

Campus physical infrastructure crisis: deferred maintenance
backlogs at US universities now exceed $112B; aging buildings,
outdated labs, and energy-inefficient facilities represent a structural
cost burden that enrollment declines make increasingly
unmanageable

Al's energy footprint lands directly on university budgets: institutions
running Al-powered platforms, high-performance computing for
research, and data-intensive operations face rapidly rising energy
costs, a new operational expense with no historical precedent in
higher education finance

Climate-driven enrollment geography: climate migration is
redirecting population growth toward Sun Belt and Mountain West
regions, accelerating gains for institutions there while compounding
decline in the Northeast and Midwest, where the highest
concentration of at-risk institutions is located

Sustainability as a student choice driver: Gen Z prospective
students increasingly rank institutional sustainability commitments

H2

H3

H1

H1

H1

H2

H2

H2

H1

H1

H2

H2
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Environmental

Environmental

Political

Political

Political

Political

Political

Political

in college selection; institutions without credible climate action
plans face reputational and recruitment risk in a market where
every enrollment counts

Campus rightsizing imperative: as enrollment falls and
consolidation accelerates, institutions face the challenge of
repurposing or demolishing excess physical plant, a process with
significant carbon, community, and cost implications that few have
systematically planned for

Al-enabled environmental research as a new institutional
differentiator: universities building Al-powered climate modeling and
sustainability science may secure a new category of federal and
philanthropic funding as climate becomes a dominant policy priority

International student collapse: Trump visa policy changes project
30-40% drop in new international students for 2025-26; $7B
economic impact loss; brain drain concerns mounting among
researchers

Federal campaign against academic research: area studies centers
closed, sponsored research halted, new indirect cost caps; UC
system president warns $4-5B annual exposure from federal
actions

Trump administration expanding Pell Grants to short-term
non-degree programs, structural shift in federal funding philosophy
legitimizing alternatives to the four-year degree at the highest policy
level

Indiana governor signs law to cut 'low earning' college degrees;
states beginning to mandate public universities eliminate programs
that don't meet workforce ROI thresholds

Al governance in education without global consensus: 70% of
institutions in Europe/North America have Al guidance vs. just 45%
in Latin America and Caribbean (UNESCO, 2025)

Potential emergence of Al-credentialed competency as an
accredited alternative, requiring wholesale reform of accreditation
systems unchanged in decades

H2

H3

H1

H1

H2

H2
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03 - Forecasting

Drivers and Uncertainties

The forecasting step separates what is near-certain from what is genuinely unknown. Confirmed
drivers will shape all scenarios. Critical uncertainties are the variables whose direction is
unknown and whose resolution will determine which future arrives.

| Confirmed Drivers

p1 The demographic cliff is not a projection — it is happening now

The 13% projected decline in high school graduates between 2025 and 2041 is not a future risk;
it is a current reality. Babies who weren't born after the 2008 financial crisis are not enrolling in
college now. Over 100 institutions are at active risk of closure or merger. This driver is
irreversible within the planning horizon.

p2 Al tutoring is pedagogically competitive with human instruction

The June 2025 randomized controlled trial in Scientific Reports is the most significant empirical
finding in higher education pedagogy in years. Al tutoring outperformed in-class active learning
with effect sizes between 0.73 and 1.3 standard deviations. Students learned more in less time
and reported higher motivation. This changes the fundamental economic case for the university
lecture model.

p3 The credential monopoly is breaking

The United States now has 1.85 million unique credentials offered by more than 134,000
providers. More than 90% of employers prefer candidates with verified microcredentials. Big
Tech (Google, IBM, Microsoft) is issuing credentials that employers treat as equivalent to or
better than degrees for their specific domains. The university's monopoly on credentialing, its
most durable economic moat, is eroding in real time.

p4 Federal funding is not returning to prior levels

The proposed $18B NIH reduction, $5.1B NSF cut, Grad PLUS loan elimination, and state
budget reductions in 15+ states represent a structural, not cyclical, withdrawal of public
investment. University presidents are explicitly preparing for a future of reduced federal support
and increased policy uncertainty.

p5 The perceived value of the degree is in freefall

This is the most dangerous driver because it is attitudinal and self-reinforcing. The share of high
school graduates enrolling directly in college has already shrunk from 70% to 62% over the last
decade. Adult enroliment has fallen by nearly half since 2008. The feedback loop — declining
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confidence leads to declining enrollment leads to declining quality leads to declining confidence
— is already operating.

| Critical Uncertainties

vl Institutional adaptation speed

Can traditional universities restructure their operating models, academic program arrays, tenure
systems, administrative overhead, physical infrastructure, fast enough to survive the
convergence of demographic, financial, and competitive pressures?

v2 Employer adoption of alternative credentials

Do employers continue the 'paper ceiling' demolition, eliminating degree requirements, adopting
skills-first hiring, treating verified microcredentials as equivalent to degrees, or does a backlash
toward credentialism re-emerge as the labor market tightens?

v3 Al pedagogical integration vs. Al-washing

Do institutions genuinely redesign pedagogy around what Al makes possible, or do they deploy
Al as a cost-cutting tool while preserving the same educational structure? The difference
between these paths produces radically different quality outcomes.

uvsa Accreditation reform

Does the accreditation system reform to recognize competency-based, Al-delivered, and
stackable learning pathways? Or does it remain a structural barrier that protects traditional
institutions while locking learners out of recognized alternatives?
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04 - Scenarios
Four Futures for Higher Education

These four scenarios represent genuinely different worlds, not a continuum of optimism. Each
emerges from a distinct resolution of the critical uncertainties above.

BASELINE - ~35% PROBABILITY

The Resilient University

Traditional institutions adapt slowly but successfully. Al is integrated as a pedagogical tool and
operational efficiency layer. Mergers reduce the sector to fewer but stronger institutions. The
degree retains its social legitimacy, if not its dominance.

OPTIMISTIC ALTERNATIVE - ~25% PROBABILITY

The Great Unbundling

The university disaggregates. Al delivers instruction. Employers credential competency. Social
and networking functions migrate to other platforms. The degree becomes one option among
many, not the default path to economic participation.

PESSIMISTIC ALTERNATIVE - ~25% PROBABILITY

The Long Collapse

Institutional inertia prevents meaningful adaptation. A wave of closures, concentrated in
regional, rural, and minority-serving institutions, hollows out the sector. Communities that
depended on these institutions as economic anchors lose both educational access and
economic stability.

WILD CARD - ~15% PROBABILITY

The Two-Tier System

Elite institutions thrive and become more selective and expensive. Everyone else migrates to
Al-powered alternative pathways. The university becomes a luxury good for those who can
afford it, while the credential ecosystem serves everyone else.
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| Scenario 1: The Resilient University — Consolidation and Survival

In this baseline scenario, higher education undergoes significant contraction but not collapse.
The consolidation era accelerates — 25% of colleges may consolidate, with the weakest
institutions absorbed or closed. What remains is a smaller, leaner, more financially sustainable
sector.

Al is adopted primarily as a productivity and efficiency tool: handling administrative functions,
providing personalized tutoring as a supplement to human instruction, and supporting adaptive
assessment. The faculty role evolves toward facilitation, mentorship, and higher-order thinking
development — the distinctly human dimensions of learning that Al cannot credibly replicate at
scale.

The degree retains its social legitimacy. Microcredentials establish themselves in technical and
applied domains but don't displace the degree as the primary signal for knowledge-economy
employment. The survivors are institutions that restructured around employer-aligned outcomes,
eliminated low-enroliment programs, and built their academic program arrays around skills that
Al cannot provide.

| Scenario 2: The Great Unbundling — Education Disaggregates

The university, as it has existed, is a bundle of functions that historically had to be co-located to
be economically viable: instruction, credentialing, research, student life, networking, and social
signaling. Al destroys the economic logic of that bundle by making high-quality, personalized
instruction available at near-zero marginal cost.

In this scenario, that unbundling happens within the decade. Al-native platforms deliver
instruction that empirical evidence shows is more effective than lecture-based education.
Employers develop competency verification systems that substitute for degrees in most hiring
contexts. The credential ecosystem becomes more complex, more personalized, and more
continuously updated, but also less legible and less equitable, because the institutional
scaffolding that helped disadvantaged students navigate educational pathways no longer exists
in the same form.

| Scenario 3: The Long Collapse — Inertia Defeats Adaptation

Institutional inertia is not merely a cultural phenomenon in higher education, it is structurally
embedded. Tenure systems protect faculty from program restructuring. Shared governance
slows decision-making. Accreditation requirements constrain curriculum change. Physical
infrastructure is expensive to repurpose. In this scenario, these structural barriers prevent
meaningful adaptation within the window the market allows.

The losses are not evenly distributed. Rural institutions, which serve as economic anchors and
primary employers of their communities, close at the highest rates. HBCUs face compounding
pressures from federal funding withdrawal and enroliment competition. Community colleges
face the sharpest state funding cuts relative to their missions. When a regional university closes,
it eliminates the advising, financial aid navigation, social support, and community connection
that made higher education accessible to first-generation and disadvantaged students.
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| Scenario 4: The Two-Tier System — Luxury vs. Utility

Higher education bifurcates sharply. Elite institutions, those with large endowments, powerful
alumni networks, strong research engines, and irreplaceable brand value, thrive. They become
more selective, more expensive, and more explicitly positioned as the formation ground for the
next generation of leaders and network-connected professionals.

Everyone else migrates to Al-powered alternatives: scaled online platforms, employer-run
academies, community college Al partnerships, and corporate learning ecosystems. The degree
doesn't disappear, but it becomes a luxury good. The equity implications are the most severe of
the four scenarios: those who can afford elite education get the full human experience,
residential living, faculty mentorship, research opportunities, professional network formation.
Those who cannot get Al-mediated skills delivery, however effective pedagogically, without the
social scaffolding that has historically been the university's most equalizing function.

10
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05 -+ Implications & Issues

What These Futures Mean

The Houston method identifies the strategic issues that cut across scenarios, the value conflicts,
hard choices, and structural tensions that must be confronted regardless of which future arrives.

Institutional Strategy

The program array is where survival is
determined

Institutions that survive will have restructured their
academic program offerings around demonstrable
workforce outcomes before being forced to by
financial crisis. The disciplines that survive will be
those reframed around the human competencies Al
cannot replicate.

Equity
The institutions most at risk serve the
students who need them most

Financial and demographic pressures are
concentrated in rural colleges, HBCUs, community
colleges, and small regional universities that serve
first-generation students and adult learners. Their
closure eliminates not just educational options but
the navigational infrastructure that made higher
education accessible.

Faculty & Labor

The adjunctification of academia reaches
its terminal stage

McKinsey research projects 30% of professional
hours could be automated by 2030, with education
among the most affected. The already-precarious
adjunct labor model is the first target of Al
cost-cutting. Faculty positions that survive will be
those irreplaceable by Al: research leadership,
mentorship, complex facilitation, and the human
relationship at the core of transformative learning.

Governance

Accreditation is the hidden chokepoint

The accreditation system controls access to federal
financial aid and confers the institutional legitimacy
that makes credentials legible to employers. As
Al-native platforms mature, accreditation becomes
either the tool through which new learning gains
legitimacy, or the structural barrier that protects
legacy institutions while leaving learners
underserved.

11

Pedagogy

The lecture model is no longer defensible
as primary instruction

The RCT evidence that Al tutoring outperforms
in-class active learning is a pivot point for educational
philosophy. Institutions that use Al primarily to cut
adjunct costs will accelerate their own irrelevance.
Those that redesign learning around what Al makes
possible will find competitive differentiation.

Credentials

The credential ecosystem is becoming
illegible — and that's dangerous

The US now has 1.85 million unique credentials. The
proliferation of microcredentials, digital badges, and
employer-issued verifications creates a market
impossible for learners to navigate without institutional
support. Whoever builds the legibility infrastructure
holds enormous power over the future of learning and
employment.

Economic

College closures are community economic
crises, not just institutional ones

In regions where higher education employs 4% of the
workforce, more than twice the national average,
institutional closure is an economic development
crisis, a healthcare access story, and a community
anchor story. Policymakers who treat college closures
as higher education problems are misclassifying the
risk.

Research

The research university model is
structurally at risk

The proposed $23B+ reduction in NIH and NSF
funding combined with new indirect cost caps doesn't
just cut budgets, it threatens the operating model of
institutions organized around the expectation of
federal research investment as a structural constant.
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06

Vision, Planning & Actions

Strategic Recommendations

These recommendations are designed to be robust across multiple scenarios: actions that
create value or reduce risk regardless of which future arrives.

| University Presidents, Provosts & Boards

The decisions made in 2026-2028 will determine which institutions exist in 2036

Conduct a rigorous, unsentimental program portfolio review now. Low-enrollment
programs that don't generate workforce outcomes must be restructured or eliminated
before financial crisis makes the choice for you. [Now-2027]

Pursue mergers proactively rather than reactively. Institutions that structure mergers
from positions of relative strength will preserve their academic missions. Those that wait
for financial crisis will be absorbed on others' terms or close. [Now-2028]

Reframe what human education does differently from Al: complex ethical reasoning,
collaborative problem-solving, relationship-based mentorship, research creativity, civic
formation. Build curriculum and faculty development around these differentiators
explicitly. [Now-2029]

Develop a microcredential and stackable credential strategy that serves the 36.8 million
Americans with some college and no credential, the largest underserved adult learning
market in the country. [2026-2030]

Treat Al integration as a pedagogical redesign project, not a technology deployment
project. The question is not 'which Al tools should we license?', it's 'what does learning
become when Al handles what Al does best?' [Now-2028]

| Faculty & Academic Departments

The faculty that survive will be those who adapt their role, not those who resist the change

Design courses around what Al cannot do: synthesis across disciplines, applied ethical
judgment, collaborative creation, oral argumentation, embodied skills, and the cultivation
of a student's sense of self as a thinker and citizen. [Now-2028]

Abandon Al detection as a primary academic integrity strategy, it produces false
positives with documented racial bias and is a losing arms race. Shift to assessment
designs where the process and the person's reasoning are the product. [Urgent]

Develop Al fluency as a scholarly competency, not just a pedagogical tool. The
disciplines that survive will be those that can theorize about, critique, and contextualize
Al, not just use it. [Now-2029]

Engage the credential redesign conversation rather than ceding it to administrators and
edtech vendors. Faculty expertise in learning design is the most valuable input to
building credential systems that actually measure what learning produces. [2027-2031]

12
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| Employers & Corporate Talent Functions

Employer behavior is the single most powerful variable in the credential ecosystem

Continue and accelerate skills-first hiring practices — but invest in the verification
infrastructure to make this legible and fair. Skills-first hiring without robust competency
verification creates its own inequities and sorting failures. [Now-2027]

Invest in learning partnerships with educational institutions rather than simply consuming
their output. Employers who co-design curriculum and co-create credentials will have
significantly better talent pipelines. [Now-2028]

Treat Al fluency as a foundational competency across all roles — but define it precisely.
Organizations that operationalize this clearly will outpace those that treat it as a
buzzword. [Now-2027]

Engage accreditation reform advocacy. Employers who want a functioning credential

ecosystem should actively support reform that recognizes competency-based and
Al-delivered learning pathways. [2027-2031]

| Policymakers & Accrediting Bodies

Structural decisions made now will shape access and equity for a generation

Reform accreditation frameworks to recognize competency-based learning, stackable
credential pathways, and Al-delivered instruction, while maintaining rigorous outcome
standards. The current system protects legacy structures, not learner outcomes. [Urgent]

Extend Pell Grant eligibility to short-term non-degree programs with meaningful
workforce outcome requirements. Implementing this with outcome accountability
prevents credential proliferation from becoming access-without-quality. [Now-2027]

Develop regional economic resilience plans that account for the closure of anchor
institutions — particularly in rural and small-metro areas where a college closure is an
economic development crisis. [Now-2028]

Invest in the legibility infrastructure for the emerging credential ecosystem, platforms and
standards that make the 1.85 million US credentials comparable, transparent, and
actionable for both learners and employers. [2027-2032]

| Learners & Prospective Students

Education is now a lifelong, modular practice — not a one-time event

Evaluate educational decisions on the basis of demonstrable outcomes, not reputation
or prestige alone. The institutions and programs that produce employment and earnings
outcomes are increasingly transparent and discoverable. Use that data. [Now]

Develop Al fluency as a non-negotiable foundation. Every field will require the ability to
collaborate with, direct, evaluate, and critically question Al-generated outputs. This is not
a technical skill; it is a professional and intellectual one. [Now-2027]

Build stackable credentials strategically. Completing an interrupted educational
investment, even through alternative pathways, compounds over a career. [Now-2030]

Invest in the distinctly human skills that Al strengthens the market for: communication,
collaboration, ethical reasoning, creative synthesis, and relationship building. As Al
absorbs more functional competency, the value of the human dimension of any role
increases. [Now-2036]

13
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07 - Over-the-Horizon
H3 Signals: 2036—2050

Beyond the 10-year planning horizon, four signals are worth watching. These are not forecasts,
they are indicators of possible paradigm discontinuities that no current educational or policy
framework adequately addresses.

| The end of front-loaded education

The model of intensive formal education in the first 22 years of life, followed by 40 years of
application, was designed for a world where skills were stable. As Al accelerates the
obsolescence cycle of professional knowledge, lifelong continuous learning becomes
survival-necessary. The institutions of 2050 may look more like continuous professional
subscription services than universities.

| AI as credentialing authority

If Al systems can assess competency reliably, continuously, and at zero marginal cost, the
institutional intermediary in credentialing becomes optional. A world in which an Al system
issues verified competency records, directly to employers, directly to learners, without an
institution in the middle is a world in which the university's most durable economic function
disappears entirely.

| The redefinition of intelligence itself

Higher education has historically been organized around the cultivation of certain forms of
intelligence, analytical reasoning, written communication, disciplinary knowledge mastery. As Al
handles these competencies at scale, what educational institutions are built to cultivate may
require fundamental redefinition: toward wisdom, judgment, relationship, creativity, and the
specifically human forms of understanding that remain beyond Al's horizon.

| Global AI equity in education

The current gap, 24.7% of the working-age population in the Global North using generative Al
vs. 14.1% in the Global South, is an early indicator of a potential global education equity crisis. If
Al-native education becomes the dominant pathway to economic participation, the nations and
communities that lack the infrastructure to access it face a new form of educational exclusion
that could dwarf existing inequalities.

14
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08 - Conclusion
The Four Non-Negotiables

Across all four scenarios, four conditions hold regardless of which future arrives. These are not
predictions, they are the structural realities that every institution, employer, policymaker, and
learner must reckon with.

KEY FINDINGS

The demographic and financial crisis is not a temporary headwind — it is the new
baseline. The 13% projected decline in high school graduates through 2041, the federal
funding withdrawal, and the collapse in perceived degree value are structural changes
that have permanently altered the operating environment. Every strategy that assumes a
return to prior conditions is a strategy built on a false premise.

Al's pedagogical effectiveness is no longer speculative. The empirical evidence is
in: Al tutoring outperforms traditional instruction with measurable effect sizes. Institutions
that treat Al as a peripheral tool rather than a fundamental restructuring of what teaching
and learning can be are ceding ground to competitors — some of whom are not
universities.

The university's monopoly on credentialing is broken. With 1.85 million credentials
in the US ecosystem and employer preference shifting to verified competencies, the
institutional monopoly that sustained higher education's economic model is no longer
intact. What replaces it — and whether universities lead or follow that transition — is the
defining strategic question of the decade.

The institutions at most risk serve the students who need them most. Every
scenario that involves significant institutional loss produces its greatest damage among
rural, regional, and minority-serving institutions. The equity implications of higher
education's disruption are not an afterthought — they are the central moral challenge of
this transition.

The university is not dying. But the university as most people have known it, the four-year
residential experience as the default pathway to economic participation, the degree as the
universal credential, the institution as the sole legitimate site of credentialed learning, is
undergoing a transformation so fundamental that its end state will be unrecognizable from its
starting point.

The question facing every stakeholder is not whether to change, but whether to be the author of
that change or its subject. The window for authorship is narrow. And it is open now.
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