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Executive summary

A NEW business landscape is emerging 
wherein a multitude of small entities 

will bring products and services to market 
using the infrastructure and platforms of 
large, concentrated players. The forces driving 
this are putting new and mounting pressures 
on organizations and individuals while also 
opening up new opportunities. But traditional 
postsecondary educational institutions are 
not supporting individuals in successfully 
navigating this not-too-distant future, nor are 
the educational institutions immune to these 
forces. Perhaps more than any other sector, 
postsecondary education is being affected by 
changing demand as the learning needs and 
preferences of the individual consumer rapidly 
evolve. Increasingly, individuals need both 
lifelong learning and accelerated, on-demand 
learning, largely as a response to the pressures 
of the broader evolving economic landscape. 

Rarely seen amid gross national statistics 
on the skills gap, employability, completion 
rates, and tuition hikes is a serious discussion 
of the unmet, and increasingly disparate, needs 
and expectations of individual learners. The 
costs to the individual are increasing, and the 
payoff is less certain. Students of all ages are 
more comfortable with technology and are less 
tied to traditional notions of the academy as 
fewer American adults between the ages of 18 
and 22 achieve a four-year, full-time, campus-
based degree.1 At the same time, technological 
advances reduce the lifespan of specific skills, 
and an increasingly globalized and automated 

workforce needs to continuously learn 
and retrain. 

As a result of a growing set of unmet needs 
and lower barriers to entry and commercializa-
tion, a new ecosystem of educational players is 
emerging, largely independent of the tradi-
tional educational landscape. This rich ecosys-
tem of semi-structured, unorthodox learning 
providers is emerging at the edges of the 
current postsecondary world, with innovations 
that challenge the structure and even existence 
of traditional education institutions. These 
challengers are extending the education space 
beyond grades, degrees, and certificates to 
provide lifelong learning in a variety of formats 
and levels of effectiveness.

What does this mean for traditional play-
ers and the educational landscape? Similar to 
what is occurring more broadly, the emerging 
landscape will consist of a few large, concen-
trated players that will provide infrastructure, 
platforms, and services to support a wide 
array of fragmented niche providers of con-
tent, formats, environments, and experiences. 
Existing institutions—educational institutions, 
educational publishers, and corporate training 
departments—would do well to understand 
the diversity of the emerging landscape and 
the needs and preferences they reflect in order 
to help define sustainable roles in this new 
landscape. Existing institutions will likely have 
to choose what roles they can play sustainably 
and where they should be integrating emerging 
players and tools to support the learning needs 
of the future.
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PROFILE OF A LEARNER

Meet Christine. After earning an undergraduate English literature degree, she taught 
English to adults in Portugal for two-and-a-half years before returning to school to earn a 
master’s degree in journalism in an immersive two-year program. She worked as a reporter 
at the Seattle Times and then became managing editor at a city-based weekly. She spent 
the next two years working as an editor at an Internet health site, and then freelancing as 
an editor and writer for online publications. Dissatisfied with the online writing world and 
with print newspapers struggling, she returned to school for a law degree. After a year 
in a big firm, she opened her own practice focused on representing youth removed from 
their parents for neglect or abuse. To balance against the high stress and emotion of the 
work, Christine took an 18-month-long series of weekend and evening classes to become 
a certified yoga instructor. Christine’s love of literature never left her, so in her spare time 
she enrolled in a six-week evening class in novel writing at the Grotto, a community of 
working writers. From this class, she formed a writing group that continued to meet 
biweekly for several years—since then, three members have completed their novels. 
Several years later, with state budget cuts threatening the financial viability of her juvenile 
practice, she began taking online courses and attending conferences and seminars to earn 
certification in elder law, and in 2011 opened an elder law practice. She just completed 
a 20-hour conflict coaching course and hopes to use those skills both in an informal 
way in her law practice and as a separate discipline. She also is enrolled in a 40-hour 
mediation training and intends to add mediation services to her repertoire. Christine is 47.

Meet Al. He earned a degree in chemical engineering from a large state school and 
went to work for a leading metals manufacturer in quality control. Over the years, he 
became more involved in the development of first aluminum and then beryllium alloys 
and worked at a series of companies in the Midwest experimenting with a growing 
assortment of metal alloys. Throughout this time, he took occasional night school 
courses on subjects relating to his work at the Carnegie Institute in Pittsburgh and at 
Case in Cleveland, sometimes reimbursed by his employers. In the 1960s, he began 
using “timesharing” computing practices for statistical analysis of masses of data. Al 
has retired from a major industrial manufacturing conglomerate and lives in a university 
town where he occasionally attends special lectures. He says that he would have “trouble 
trying to live without the availability of all the information, the ease of communications, 
and the speed with which it can be accomplished.” He uses YouTube to learn new 
knitting techniques and once a week attends a “sit and knit” at a community center 
where he and the other knitters trade tips and help each other figure out complex 
patterns. He provides instruction to the “newbies” who drop in and makes cancer caps 
for a local charity. A technophile, Al visits the Apple Genius Bar® service and support 
program or the Best Buy Geek Squad when he occasionally gets stuck on one of his 
many devices, and also relies on reviews and Internet forums, such as the best voice-to-
text dictation and translation software to help him communicate with the non-English-
speaking patients at the hospice center where he volunteers five days a week. Al is 97.
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Profile of a learner (continued)

Meet Britney. She discovered a thirst for entrepreneurship while earning an undergraduate 
business degree from a top university. A finance major with some knowledge of business 
analytics, she realized that she needed a technological skill set to start her own ventures. As 
a result, while still in school, Britney sought out massive online open courses (MOOCs) as the 
stepping stone to learning how to code. She started taking online courses through several 
sources. Through these free online courses, she learned coding outside of the traditional 
classroom setting at her own pace, cost- and grade-free. The MOOCs gave her a technical 
foundation and new clarity about wanting to pursue a career in programming, but she 
struggled to assemble a coherent curriculum from the offerings. To move from being an 
enthusiast to employable, Britney enrolled in a nine-week intensive Dev Bootcamp course in 
San Francisco to develop her skills enough to begin freelancing. Now Britney goes to Meetups 
to make connections and learn about new opportunities, and she uses the Dev Bootcamp 
alumni network to seek contract work. She wants to travel and create technological analytic 
solutions for social impact issues and is building a portfolio of projects. Britney is 24. 

Meet Sarah. After graduating from high school, Sarah enrolled in a vocational-technical 
program to earn certification as a beautician. Working at a series of salons, Sarah saved 
money and enrolled in a state school while continuing to work part-time. Two years into 
her studies, she married a soldier and spent the next several years moving from place 
to place and starting a family. Sarah returned to salon work to supplement the family 
income, learning the latest techniques from her coworkers and industry publications. 
As her children got older, she resumed college courses through a distance-learning 
program with her original school, earned her teaching certification, and began teaching 
kindergarten in a large, challenging public school. Now, with her children a few years 
from leaving home, Sarah can start to think about what comes next. Sarah is 43.
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The shifting foundations of 
the educational landscape

IN the book A More Beautiful Question, 
Warren Berger suggests that the true focus of 

education should be on encouraging students 
to question and explore rather than on deliver-
ing a canon of knowledge to students.2 This 
stands in stark contrast to the current pres-
sure on traditional educational institutions to 
provide job-driven curricula to better meet the 
needs of the economy. With skyrocketing costs, 
a growing student-debt crisis, and the percep-
tion of a widening gap between institutional 
curricula and employer needs, more atten-
tion is being focused on the value provided 
by different types of traditional educational 
institutions, specifically four-year universi-
ties, two-year community colleges, and trade 
or vocational schools. Yet, as undersecretary 
of education Ted Mitchell explains, the value 
of education can be thought of in several 
ways: “There is economic value for the indi-
vidual, economic value for society, but there 
is also civic value for society and having good, 
engaged citizens.”3

Unfortunately, the conversations revolving 
around skill-based training, financing reform, 
and improved access in many ways ignore the 
broader shift occurring in the global business 
environment. As detailed in The hero’s journey 
to the business landscape of the future,4 rapid 
advances in technology and a trend toward 
public policies that allow labor, resources, and 
capital to flow more easily across borders are 

shaping a future economic landscape in which 
a relatively few large, concentrated players will 
provide infrastructure, platforms, and services 
that support many fragmented, niche players. 
Individuals and institutions alike will have to 
chart a path through this future (figure 1).

This emerging landscape, and the underly-
ing forces driving it, can have direct implica-
tions for education, learning, and other aspects 
of society. First, exponential advances in the 
core digital technologies that permeate all 
industries are leading to exponential, cumula-
tive innovations that are blurring boundaries 
between once-separate domains and indus-
tries, disrupting business and the workforce in 
ways that are difficult to imagine or predict.5 
In such an environment, greater collaboration 
between industry and academia alone cannot 
ensure a well-trained, well-targeted workforce. 
Second, in this global and networked environ-
ment, fixed knowledge stocks have decreasing 
value, while more fluid knowledge, specifically 
participation in diverse information flows 
that lead to the creation of new knowledge, 
becomes more important. As such, education 
as a one-way transfer of a canon of knowledge 
is inadequate, and the characteristics that 
defined education in the 20th century—bound 
by time and place, with a fixed curriculum—
cannot keep up with the rapid rate of change or 
the new demands on knowledge and learning.6
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Figure 1. The journey to the future of the business landscape

Rapid advances in technology and the liberalization of public policy have shaped a world in which large companies face mounting 
performance pressure amid shrinking return on assets, intense competition, and changing workforce dynamics. Individuals, too, are 
under increasing pressure as the safety nets associated with full-time employment at an established company disappear. The good 
news for individuals is that these forces are also lowering barriers to market entry and commercialization, allowing them to become 
creators in their own right.

Most traditional institutions—educational 
institutions, educational publishers, and 
corporate training departments—have not 
yet made the shift from knowledge stocks to 
knowledge flows. As a result, the traditional 
learning pathways for acquiring skills and 
credentials and securing employment are in 
flux. The institutions that have defined those 
pathways (see figure 2) are being challenged 
by a growing array of unorthodox learning 
providers who are experimenting not only with 
delivering educational content faster, cheaper, 

and on demand but also with entirely new 
learning experiences. 

The underlying forces putting pressure on 
institutions and opening the door for new 
opportunities and entrants are unlikely to 
subside. This will drive changes in the postsec-
ondary educational landscape as in most other 
industries, and it will also continue to increase 
demand for a richer, more diverse learning 
ecosystem to help individuals navigate the 
future landscape.
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Graphic: Deloitte University Press  |  DUPress.com

Sources: “Vocational education in the United States: The early 1990s,” Institute of Education Sciences, http://nces.ed.gov/pubs/web/95024-2.asp, accessed June 
2014; “What’s the difference between vocational college and community college?,” USDegreeSearch, http://www.usdegreesearch.com/whats-the-difference-be-
tween-vocational-college-and-community-college/, accessed June 2014; Rachel Silverman, “So much training, so little to show for it,” Wall Street Journal, October 
26, 2012,  http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB10001424052970204425904578072950518558328.

Figure 2. Traditional pathways to learning
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The needs of the individual 
learner in the 21st century

INDIVIDUALS increasingly face the prospect 
of not just multiple jobs but multiple careers 

over a lifetime, and of constantly changing 
technology and environments within a job. 
As Robin Chase, former CEO and founder of 
ZipCar, puts it, “Our parents had one job, I will 
have seven jobs, and our children will do seven 
jobs at one time.”7 As the expectations for 
employment and fulfillment change, continu-
ous and lifelong learning becomes increasingly 
important. Individuals are looking for not just 
learning but guidance in navigating the chang-
ing world to find the best learning and career 
opportunities. The growth in life coaching and 
self-help books, now $2 billion and $11 billion 
industries respectively, is an early signal of 
this need.8

Individuals are also challenged by an accel-
erating cycle of skill obsolescence in a period 
of unprecedented transition from skill set to 
skill set. The rapidly changing business land-
scape demands constant learning of new skills 
and domains, retraining, and applying existing 
capabilities in new contexts. It also demands 
a greater fluency in digital tools and comfort 
in virtual environments. It rewards those with 
greater capacity to seek and access resources 
and to build social capital through personal 
networks and participation in communities. 
While globalization has opened opportunities 
for new jobs and careers internationally, it has 
also in some cases narrowed opportunities 

as certain types of employment migrate to 
nations with lower labor costs. In manufac-
turing and IT, for example, 53 percent and 43 
percent of US companies, respectively, engage 
in offshore outsourcing, displacing as many as 
2.6 million jobs.9 What happens, then, to the 
individuals who must recalibrate their careers 
for options that their education may not have 
equipped them for? 

Predicting which skills and jobs are vul-
nerable to obsolescence is no longer straight-
forward, either. Beyond globalization, the 
21st-century work environment is what 
Michael Gove, former UK secretary of state for 
education, termed a “new machine age,” where 
breakthroughs in automation, robotics, and 
even artificial intelligence have begun replac-
ing jobs once thought to be the domain of 
human workers.10 Fujitsu, Canon, and Amazon 
are but a few examples of organizations that 
have automated significant portions of the 
assembly and fulfillment processes.11

Changing preferences for autonomy, and 
the ability to find meaningful work that satis-
fies those preferences, are also starting to rede-
fine traditional career paths. Many individuals 
have left large companies for smaller firms or 
become self-employed as the traditional prom-
ises of stability, income and career progression, 
health care, and training and development 
opportunities once tied to large companies 
have been broken. In addition, retirement-age 
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workers who do not retire, either because of 
financial needs or a desire to continue to make 
an impact, are also moving from large com-
panies with retirement programs to smaller 
businesses or self-employment. While the 
average worker today switches jobs every 4.4 
years, the independent workforce has grown 
from 16.1 million in 2011 to 17.7 million 
in 2013.12 The switch from large to small or 
independent often requires a new skill set even 
when the occupation builds off of experiences 
in a former job or role. Independent workers, 
as much as their employed peers, continue to 
need professional development and learning 
opportunities to maintain and refresh skills, 
but they have to seek it from external sources. 
Most small companies, if they offer training at 
all, also turn to outside sources for professional 
development, and even larger companies have 
reduced investment in internal training and 
development opportunities for employees.

The shelf life and relevance of skills are 
decreasing, while new occupations, roles, 
titles, and functions are being created at a 
rapidly accelerating pace. In an oDesk survey 
asking hiring employers to rank the criteria 
for their hiring decisions, a college degree 
ranked last. The No. 1 criterion was a person’s 
previous performance on a similar or related 

task.13 Moreover, by 2020, it is estimated that 
the work-related knowledge a college student 
acquires will have an expected shelf life of less 
than five years.14 Fabio Rosati, the CEO of 
Elance (which recently merged with oDesk), 
states, “The technologies that were relevant 
even two to three years ago are different than 
the technologies that are going to be relevant in 
the next two to three years, [and that’s moving] 
at increased speed.”15 From an occupational 
perspective, according to career networking 
platform LinkedIn, the top 10 job titles used 
by employees today (including iOS developer, 
social media analyst, big data architect, cloud 
services specialist, and digital marketing spe-
cialist) did not even exist five years ago.16 What 
are the options for the approximately 16.4 
million students who graduated from higher 
education institutions just 10 years ago and 
now want to pursue a career in one of these 
jobs that didn’t exist then?17

In addition to the pressure to continuously 
adapt to the forces that are reshaping the busi-
ness landscape, the cost-benefit equation for 
individuals considering any form of tradi-
tional education has changed. Tuition costs 
have grown in absolute terms and are part of 
a long-term trend of state and federal govern-
ments shifting the cost burden to students and 

NEEDS OF THE 21ST-CENTURY LEARNER

1) 	 Navigational guidance to select the best options

2) 	 Continual challenges and learning

3) 	 Affordability

4) 	 Job placement

5) 	 Relevant skills and contextual application

6) 	 Flexible and compressed timeframes

7) 	 Intangible skills and tacit/experiential learning

8) 	 Professional development (for independent workers, workers at small companies, and workers at 		
	 companies where training budgets have been cut)

9) 	 Network and community of practitioners
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their families. In fact, 71 percent of students 
graduating from four-year universities have 
debt averaging $30,000, a 20 percent increase 
since the recession. Even 88 percent of Pell 
Grant recipients had student loan debt greater 
than the national average of $25,550 for public 
universities.18 While tuition costs have gone 
up, job placement rates from four-year institu-
tions have decreased, with 40 percent of recent 
college graduates unemployed in the first year, 
and others underemployed.19 This changes the 
equation for individuals as they consider their 
options, and alternative learning pathways 
become more appealing. 

Add to this equation a potential student, 
very much a consumer, who is comfortable 
with technology and accustomed to getting 
information from a variety of online sources. 
This description isn’t limited to Millennials, 
who have undeniably grown up with a differ-
ent expectation for the pace and engagement 
of their learning environments, are fluent in 
social media, and easily transition to new 
platforms. Across virtually all generations, 
people turn more readily to the Internet as a 
resource for entertainment and information; 

education and learning aren’t such a leap. Some 
of these learners are the same recent students 
who didn’t complete degree programs, who 
graduated but failed to find employment, or 
who saw friends or family members sink under 
runaway student debt. In addition, with more 
visibility into options, as with other aspects of 
their lives, consumers are seeking out those 
that match their preferences for faster, more 
flexible, or more experiential formats.

Finding new ways to empower learners and 
support their unmet lifelong learning needs 
is an attractive opportunity for new entrants. 
But with a shifting student profile—currently 
the “modal student is 36 years old and doing 
school on the side”—traditional educational 
institutions, if they want to stay relevant and 
viable, must also find new ways to better 
address the unmet needs of a variety of learn-
ers.20 It is no surprise that new forms and insti-
tutions are emerging and gaining credibility, in 
part as a consequence of the slow response and 
inability of traditional institutions—not just 
educational but government and corporate as 
well—to keep up with these evolving needs.

A journey through the future of postsecondary education
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An emerging ecosystem 
serving learners at the edges

MUCH has been written about “the higher 
education crisis” and the multilayered 

organizational inertia, policies, and practices 
that hinder innovation and change within 
traditional educational institutions. Those 
arguments are valid, but we would suggest that 
by focusing internally they miss the competi-
tion coming from the “edges,” from unexpected 
places and sectors. These new entrants in edu-
cation are unlikely to look like the incumbents; 
lowered barriers allow competitors to offer 
individual components of what traditional 
institutions (four- and two-year colleges, voca-
tional schools, and corporate training) provide. 

New entrants are innovating all along 
the learning spectrum. A rich ecosystem of 
unorthodox learning providers is emerging at 
the edges to experiment with technologies and 
approaches—in some cases to try to deliver 
a component of traditional education in new 
ways that reduce costs, improve effectiveness, 
or increase accessibility (faster, on demand); 
and in some cases to offer something entirely 
new with different goals that cannot necessar-
ily be judged by traditional metrics of time-in-
seat, completion, or assessment scores. 

The eroding barriers to 
innovation in learning 

In The hero’s journey through the landscape 
of the future, we examine, across industries, 
how the barriers to entry, commercialization, 
and learning are being dramatically impacted 
by technological advances, ubiquitous con-
nectivity, and more empowered and digitally 
savvy consumers. In particular, we study the 
way these forces have shifted consumer power 
and preferences, how they have lowered bar-
riers to new entrants in education and opened 
the doors to innovation in learning, and the 
platforms that have come out of these forces.  

One potent example is the availability of 
financing for education technology.21 What 
began as a trickle—$64 million of investment 
in 2009—has swollen into a flood, with $1.25 
billion, an increase of 35 percent, invested in 
the education technology market in 2013.22 
Much of the growth has been in informal, 
lifelong learning: MOOCs, professional 
development, and professional skills were the 
education categories most funded by venture 
capitalists in Q2 2014. San Francisco-based 
Udemy, a MOOC platform specializing in 
helping individuals improve skills related to 
career and life, raised $32 million in series C 
funding of new ventures.23

The lifetime learner

10



The growth of venture funding in this space 
is allowing more entrants with potentially 
disruptive technologies in content creation, 
access, tools, and formats to directly impact 
lifelong learning. Platforms such as Udemy 
and Udacity have opened a content creation 
ecosystem that was originally restricted to 
academics, administrators, and publishers 
to include new entrants such as engineers, 
designers, data scientists, coaches, and others 
with a desire to share their expertise. While 
the offerings in education technology are still 
nascent, and many will fail to either become 
viable business models or provide long-term 
value to learning, the increased investment in 
the informal learning space signals consumer 
and market appetite for learning experiences 
that extend beyond an education bound by 
time or location.   

While access to financing has become 
relatively less of a hurdle, other barriers 
remain, not impassable but not yet negligible. 
The desirability and superiority of a four-
year college education is deeply embedded in 
American culture and policy, with the conse-
quence that even the best alternative forms of 
education are viewed as inferior compromises. 
As a result, and with the notion of meritoc-
racy, the higher education conversation tends 
to revolve around access and outcomes. Ted 
Mitchell, US undersecretary of education, 
summarizes the administration’s agenda as 
“access, affordability, quality, and comple-
tion,” with the goal of providing the highest 
level of education for which people qualify.24 
The assumption is that the ranking of options 
remains unchanged. For new entrants to gain 
traction, they will have to overcome the bar-
riers around brand, acceptance by employers, 
and comfort with non-authoritative sources of 
learning and warranting. While these barriers 
may be slower to fall, emerging players will 
likely gain momentum from the increasing 
desire for participation in learning, relative 
affordability (particularly if new entrants gain 
acceptance by federal/state funding sources), 

and flexibility (which reflects the increasing 
diversity of learners, for example, transition-
ing/reentering workers such as veterans and 
senior citizens). 

Where are the edges?
Currently, new entrants primarily exist in 

parallel to traditional postsecondary educa-
tion institutions, but they are beginning to 
compete with traditional paths. New entrants 
are emerging in five arenas, mostly centered 
around the individual: 

1.	 The workforce: As workers recognize the 
importance of continuous learning, they are 
more actively seeking learning opportuni-
ties. In 2013, 23 percent of employees left 
their jobs citing the lack of opportunities 
for professional development and train-
ing.25 Companies are starting to realize 
the need to provide more and different 
training opportunities that better suit each 
unique worker, allowing workers to develop 
relevant and marketable skills. Companies 
such as SAP have started to create their own 
MOOC-based platforms, like openSAP, 
to allow subject matter experts within the 
workforce to create relevant and timely con-
tent for others. Rather than fund expensive 
training departments, others are turning to 
outside providers such as Udemy for flex-
ible, relevant content.

2.	 Independent agents: The growth in the 
independent workforce, together with 
the lack of formal training and develop-
ment programs in small companies, leaves 
a large population of individuals who 
are accustomed to managing their own 
careers looking for external solutions 
so that they can continue to learn and 
retrain. This is where specialized programs 
such as coding-intensive boot camps (for 
example, Dev Bootcamp, Hack Reactor, 
and Codeacademy), Meetups, and MOOCs 
are emerging.26
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3.	 Passion arenas: Passionate workers, spe-
cifically those who embrace challenges as 
opportunities to learn and who connect 
with others to find solutions and make a 
meaningful impact on an area of interest, 
want to share that passion with others. As a 
result, the need to share and connect with 
other passionate individuals manifests itself 
as social communities and creation spaces 
where learning and connection can blos-
som around significant challenges.27

4.	 Emerging countries: Access to education is 
a necessary element for economic prosper-
ity, particularly in developing countries. 
The global demand for learning through 
more inexpensive, pull-based, flexible 
models is leading to experiments with 
new platforms and environments to make 
learning accessible to a rapidly changing 
world. Free MOOCs are one example, but 
so is the global network of institutions 
owned by Laureate Education, or New York 
University’s global academic centers that 
have a mission to provide access within 
a country. 

5.	 K-12: The learning habits and preferences 
of students move with them, and experi-
ments that began in the K-12 space might 
translate into the postsecondary world. 
For example, AltSchool, a new network of 
K-8 schools in the Bay area, is experiment-
ing with ways to make the experience of 
learning more flow-based and immersive. 
AltSchool focuses learning around micros-
chools where the neighborhood playground 
serves as the gym and the science class on 
liquid nitrogen takes place at the local ice 
cream shop.28 Consider, also, the example of 
Khan Academy. In providing short, modu-
lar, on-demand, self-paced math instruc-
tion to the K-12 audience for the past seven 
years, Khan Academy has been refining 
the platform and techniques for engaging 
learners in personalized curricula focused 
on skills mastery.29 As its target audience 
moves beyond secondary school, the les-
sons learned by Khan Academy may prove 
extensible into higher-level material or into 
other subjects or curricula, whether that 
will be carried forward by Khan Academy 
or others. This format is already migrating 
into other K-12 flipped classroom30 ven-
tures and will likely prove applicable to a 
variety of other learning needs.

Graphic: Deloitte University Press  |  DUPress.com
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What types of innovations 
are emerging? 

As the barriers to innovation have been 
lowered, new entrants and incumbents have 
innovated in four different areas, each of which 
transforms learning into more of a flow-ori-
ented activity (figure 3). None of these emerg-
ing innovations is likely to supplant traditional 
education on its own. Collectively, however, 
they represent a rich and growing ecosystem of 
providers and learning opportunities that have 
the potential to disrupt education. 

Innovation 1: Accessibility 
The Internet has democratized learning 

by increasing access to content for a growing 
population of learners. This accessible content, 
structured both as formal educational content 
and informal informational content (which is 
ever growing and includes platforms such as 
YouTube and discussion boards), is the basis 
of virtual knowledge flows. In a networked 
era, learning can be more flow-oriented, 
opening both content and content creation 
to a larger pool of people. For example, the 
Open Educational Resources (OER) move-
ment, spearheaded by MIT’s OpenCourseWare 
initiative in 2001, encourages providing access 
to teaching, learning, research, and assessment 
materials under open licenses that permit 
free use and modification for a variety of 
educational purposes. OER is part of a global 
movement toward increasing access to con-
tent, enabling knowledge to flow and be built 
upon rather than commoditized.31 The move-
ment has spawned other OER platforms, from 
iTunes U®, a feature of the online store that 
allows users to organize course lectures, notes, 
and books for an entire course, to Connexions, 
a platform that provides authors and learners 
with an open space to share and freely adapt 
education materials.32 The OER movement 
changes not only the way professors engage 
with content, but also how the learner engages 
with content so that the learning experience is 

more personalized, adaptable, and affordable. 
In 2012, in an effort to reduce costs to students, 
the University of Minnesota created a tool to 
help faculty find more affordable textbook 
options. The resulting Open Academics text-
book catalog lists “open textbooks,” which are 
under a license that enables students to get free 
or low-cost versions of textbooks while being 
able to adapt and distribute the material as 
well. The Open Academics catalog, with over 
84 open textbooks, is the first of its kind and is 
available to faculty worldwide.33

While OER is primarily focused on materi-
als, which can be mixed and modified but are 
not, in and of themselves, developed as full 
courses, MOOCs are full courses or mini-
courses developed and guided by an instruc-
tor and designed for large-scale participation. 
The OER movement has largely focused on 
improving access to content for instructors, 
while MOOCs expand access to an educational 
experience through digital learning platforms. 
For example, a course on machine learning, 
taught by Professor Andrew Ng of the Stanford 
Artificial Intelligence Lab, is now available 
for free to 4.5 million users rather than only 
to Stanford students.34 MOOC platforms 
such as Udacity, EdX, and Udemy democ-
ratize access to educational content, allow-
ing individuals to participate in knowledge 
flows regardless of geographic borders and 
organizational boundaries. 

OER still needs to find answers to the prob-
lems of credibility and validation (such as peer 
review) while maintaining timeliness, diversity, 
and quality of content. MOOCs also, rather 
than replacing instruction, are coming to be 
understood as a tool for delivering certain 
types and levels of content in the most cost-
effective way and as a supplement to in-person, 
expert-guided learning and practice.

OER and MOOCs serve as stepping stones 
for rethinking how content can be developed, 
structured, and delivered to the global masses. 
In some parts of the world, they represent 
convenience—learning on demand—while in 
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others, they are revolutionary. By democratiz-
ing accessibility to content, in terms of both 
the number of learners and number of courses 
available, learning shifts from being a protected 
stock-based resource to a flow where learners 
from the broader ecosystem can engage with 
previously unavailable information. 

Innovation 2: Social learning
One of the most profound effects of learn-

ing in a networked age is the importance of 
social learning.35 Social learning, according to 
the Educause Review, is based on the premise 
that our understanding of content is socially 
constructed through conversations about the 
content rather than on the content itself. As 
such, learning institutions should focus less on 
what the individual is learning than on how the 
individual is learning. 

From physical collaboration settings (such 
as libraries and coworking spaces) to virtual 
collaboration settings (forums, blogs, online 
communities), the ability for the individual to 

interact with others through multiple channels 
is expanding. Increasingly, we see a movement 
toward communities of social learning that 
focus on interaction and engagement beyond 
the four walls of a traditional learning institu-
tion. For example, at events such as Meetups, 
learners can interact with others from different 
backgrounds, getting exposed to serendipi-
tous learning opportunities and, potentially, 
new collaborators with whom they can take 
on challenges.

Social communities, combined with online 
content and resources such as the Meetups, 
are a step forward in providing social context 
for lifelong learning in non-traditional set-
tings. The drawback with social communities 
is that some lack content or structures to use 
the community effectively as a mechanism for 
collaboration. The next step lies in creating 
communities of discovery where new content 
is created through collaboration. To some 
extent, this is emerging in shared workspaces, 
incubators, and accelerators that target specific 

CASE STUDY: MOOC MEETUPS EVERYWHERE

In the ongoing evolution of MOOCs and other digital learning, organizations are experimenting with 
Meetups to fill the role of the social learning environment that is characteristic of the traditional college 
experience. Meetup, founded in 2002, is an online social networking portal that facilitates offline group 
meetings in various locations around the world. Online education provider edX has over 40 Meetup 
communities around the world, while Udacity has 18. Nearly 220 other Meetups exist for categories 
like “MOOCs” and “online learning.” MOOC Meetups span the globe with concentrations in places like 
New York, London, Bangalore, and San Francisco and newer groups in Beijing and Hyderabad. These 
Meetups create a physical environment for learners to gather and engage with the content together; they 
are directed by the learners according to their needs. For example, a learner might create a study group 
Meetup for an Introductory Software as a Service course and schedule the meetings for every Sunday in 
Palo Alto; nine or so other learners from different backgrounds might attend regularly to ask questions, 
share ideas, and meet others who want to explore challenges related to the topic. It remains to be seen 
whether, lacking the formal structure or grade incentives of traditional education, these self-directed 
gatherings can fill the need for social learning among the broad learner population because they rely on 
the personal motivation and initiative of the individual, which may be less well-developed in some learner 
populations. As proponents of online learning have largely embraced the need for blended physical/virtual 
models, some providers may take a more active role in launching learning hubs that build community and 
provide physical space and opportunity for students and facilitators to interact.36
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technologies or skillsets, such as the various 
“hacker” spaces for making (tinkering), bio-
hacking, and social/civic entrepreneurs.37

Innovation 3: Creation spaces
A real opportunity for learning institutions 

to amplify learning is to build deliberately con-
structed environments, “creation spaces,” that 
combine the advantages of tightly knit teams 
with the ability to involve an ever-increasing 
number of participants. This is where the 
“power of pull”—the ability to attract people 
and resources around a challenge or inter-
est—comes in. Creation spaces are intended to 
bring learners together in the creation of new 
knowledge. Rather than focusing a discussion 
on content, learners within the creation space 
work together to create their own content 
and gain new insights, while the creation 
space connects individuals to a richer learn-
ing environment that encourages interactions. 
Creation spaces require three key ingredients: 
a critical mass of participants, the co-evolution 
of interactions within the team and with a 
broader set of participants, and an environ-
ment that supports various layers of activities.38

Looking back to the game World of 
Warcraft (WoW) and how it revolutionized 
gaming, one of the game’s enduring innova-
tions was its ability to foster creation spaces. 
In WoW, performance is measured in terms of 
experience, while the degree of complexity and 
challenge increases with advancement through 
the game. WoW created a platform for learning 
where players innovated together and devel-
oped new knowledge. While the new knowl-
edge pertained to advancing to new levels in 
the game, players across different backgrounds 
worked together to overcome new experiences 
and learn. Beyond these tightly knit teams or 
“guilds,” a rich learning platform evolved that 
helped participants in individual guilds to 
reach beyond their own teammates and learn 
from others through discussion forums, video 
archives, and communities of interest. What 

traditional learning institutions can learn from 
WoW is how to construct an environment that 
continually challenges its participants. 

Innovation 4: Warranting 
As education technology investments have 

increased, so have new ways to warrant the 
quality of learning beyond grades, certificates, 
and degrees. Traditionally, the validity of a 
learning experience was based on the credibil-
ity of the institution, as determined by nation-
ally recognized accreditation agencies.39

In the emerging learner-centric land-
scape, learning is more utility-oriented than 
authority-based. With the recognition that 
even recent college graduates are often not 
employed in their fields of study (if employed 
at all), and the widespread sentiment of 
employers that students are ill prepared for 
the demands of the workforce, the grade or 
degree as a symbol or accurate assessment of 
achievement is losing ground. Instead, innova-
tors are experimenting with portfolio-based 
models that allow learners to incorporate 
learning and mastery from informal and 
non-textbook, non-classroom experiences. 
For example, learners using the Mozilla 
Development Network can be recognized for 
skills they learn both offline and online, and 
beyond their time at a formal learning institu-
tion. From Purdue University with its Passport 
badging platform to Mozilla with its Open 
Badge platform, the spectrum of what war-
ranted learning looks like is expanding; so, 
too, are the people and organizations that can 
warrant learning. For example, corporations, 
new online accreditation organizations (such 
as Degreed and Accredible)40 and individuals 
themselves can now carry weight in validating 
learning experiences. 

While badging has served as an innova-
tive solution for capturing more skill-based 
learning, the impact that it will have on 
traditional learning institutions is unclear. 
According to Peter Stokes, executive director 
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CASE STUDY: UC DAVIS BADGING 
AND SKILLS QUALIFICATION42

In 2013, the University of California, Davis (UC Davis) 
launched digital badging within the sustainable 
agriculture program. The introduction of the 
badging system, called “Skills Qualifications,” was 
spearheaded by the department chair Gregory 
Pasternack and learning coordinator Joanna 
Normoyle in an attempt to bridge the gap between 
the theoretical knowledge taught by professors and 
the practical knowledge learned through the actual 
application of theory. The badging system helped 
deliver the informal learning that students felt the 
current curriculum was not capturing. The badging 
system at UC Davis became the first step to creating 
an education portfolio for its students illustrative of 
projects and experiences tied to core competencies 
needed to excel in a particular profession. While 
the badges are not intended to replace grades, they 
are intended to make education more transparent 
and allow students to take more control of their 
learning careers.

of postsecondary innovation in the College 
of Professional Studies at Northeastern 
University, one of the biggest challenges will be 
the normalization of badging, or the ability to 
create a learning currency.41 While the adop-
tion and recognition of badging by higher 
education is important, the greater impact will 
be felt as companies start recognizing and even 
issuing or accrediting badges. In addition, if 
companies start investing in building their own 
badges, it begins to change the relationship 
between corporate HR and the academy, shift-
ing power away from the academy. 
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The future learning landscape

WITH barriers to entry and commercial-
ization diminishing and an array of 

new entrants challenging traditional forms and 
institutions with innovations to make learn-
ing more accessible, flexible, and personalized, 
what are the implications for existing institu-
tions, from higher education to educational 
publishing to corporate training? 

The education/learning landscape is 
simultaneously becoming both fragmented 
and concentrated. Figure 4 shows the emerg-
ing landscape of unorthodox providers at the 
edges. Concentration will exist in the functions 
that operate on scale and scope, particularly 
with aggregation platforms, whereas fragmen-
tation will exist within the content creation 
space as warranting and accrediting content 
becomes easier. 

Fragmentation in 
content creation

The establishment of informal and more 
formal learning aggregation platforms 
(Udacity, EdX, Khan Academy, Udemy, and 
even YouTube) has led to an explosion of 
content creators. Online service tools (such 
as SchoolKeep, Fedora, and Skilljar) provide 
guidance to instructors on how to create their 
own online learning videos, lowering the costs 
of producing and distributing content to serve 
diverse and highly specific learning needs. 
Combined with more liberalized warranting, 

the pool of content creators will likely continue 
to increase beyond those with a professional 
degree and institutional affiliation.

For example, over half of Udacity’s courses 
are created by people who aren’t traditional 
professors but are experienced industry lead-
ers.44 With 4,000-plus independent content 
creators, Udemy maintains an open platform, 
meaning that anyone regardless of creden-
tials can log on and create a course available 
to all its users, including such courses as Java 
for Complete Beginners, created by soft-
ware development trainer John Purcell with 
209,000 enrolled students, or Become a Startup 
Founder, created by the Founder Institute with 
more than 600 enrolled students. According to 
Dan Chou, director of business development at 
Udemy, the courses offered on the platform are 
filtered for quality as determined by the learn-
ers themselves. The best-rated courses appear 
at the front of search queries, and others drop 
to the bottom.45

Meanwhile, other emerging providers offer 
“white label” and hosted solutions rather than 
a marketplace model. Companies such as 
SchoolKeep, Fedora, and Skilljar make it easy 
for individuals to build and operate courses at 
their own Web domain,46 resulting in a blur-
ring of the line between education and e-com-
merce. Online service tools enable individual 
instructors of all backgrounds to not just build 
great lectures but also develop a sales funnel 
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Figure 4. Map of the emerging learning landscape (at the edges)
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for the product that is independently owned by 
the content creator. 

As fragmentation continues in the con-
tent creation space, the individual has more 
opportunities to continue learning beyond a 
traditional school setting across an increased 
array of subjects with timely and updated 
content. Technology and the liberalization of 
warranting content allows business to move 
from traditional teacher-centered models to 
new models that shift the current focus on the 
transfer of expert-generated knowledge toward 
scalable learning.

Concentration in learning 
content aggregation 

Investments in education technology 
have financed the creation of online learn-
ing platforms, which in turn have opened 
the doors for all types of individuals to cre-
ate, distribute, and share learning content. 
YouTube can be thought of as an early-stage 
learning aggregation platform. Anyone can 
learn almost anything on YouTube because it 
has lowered the barriers of entry for anyone to 
easily upload, organize, and distribute content 
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on the Internet for free. While YouTube may 
not have the same sophistication in warranting 
its content as MOOCs, its equivalent measure 
of relevancy can be seen through the num-
ber of likes, views, and real-time comments a 
video receives. 

Rather than trying to provide all content to 
all people, learning aggregation platforms are 
beginning to carve out niches in the market, 
shedding unnecessary costs and better dif-
ferentiating themselves from their peers. The 
learning content aggregation platforms that 
support fragmented content creators will 
become concentrated, as any given end user’s 
participation on many platforms delivers little 
value and carries high convenience and atten-
tion costs, if not financial.  

Already, the prominent names related to 
MOOCs each serve a particular genre and 
learning type (figure 5). Udacity provides 
STEM content and mostly targets computer 
programmers and engineers; NovoEd provides 
entrepreneurial content, mostly to individuals 
starting businesses; and Khan Academy mostly 
targets those who seek competency mastery 
through practicing problems. 

The way some learning content aggrega-
tion platforms have gone about partnering 
with corporations is targeted and reflective 
of the genre in which they serve. In 2013, 
Udacity formed the Open Education Alliance 
by partnering with Google, AT&T, Nvidia, and 
Intuit to create courses that would help bridge 
the technology skills gap in today’s workforce, 
moving away from direct partnerships with 
universities.47 While the actual effectiveness of 
these courses is still to be measured, by part-
nering with leading tech companies, Udacity 
is able to brand itself as the learning content 
aggregation platform for STEM topics.

Much as Napster was not the final word in 
the music industry, these learning aggrega-
tion platforms are not the end-all solution to 
innovation in learning. However, they can be 
the catalyst for change aligned with supporting 
lifelong learning. While MOOCs have reported 
low average completion rates of around 7 

percent, completion may not be the definitive 
success metric of this new format, as learners 
may dip into courses for a specific purpose 
or content that may not require completion. 
Success for an aggregation platform might be 
better measured by a net promoter score (the 
likelihood of a learner recommending the 
course to someone else) or even a retention 
score (the likelihood of a learner returning 
for another course). While only 23 percent 
of academic leaders believe MOOCs to be a 
sustainable method of education, their value 
comes from opening the learning ecosystem 
to a broader set of creators, distributors, and 
learners in support of continuous learning.48

Mobilizers and learning agents
Aggregation, of course, doesn’t provide the 

support or social and experiential environment 
that accelerates learning. Aggregation is also 
not the same as skillfully sequencing courses 
within a collection, or across collections, to 
resemble a coherent curriculum. This is where 
mobilizers and agents come in. 

Lifelong learners seek coursework not just 
to learn but to improve their performance, 
and that type of learning comes from moving 
beyond hearing and reading to doing—alone 
and as a member of a group. To get better and 
faster requires the support of a broad set of 
resources and platforms that enable people to 
come together to create and absorb knowledge. 
MOOCs and other early technology offerings 
generally aren’t designed to facilitate individu-
als coming together with a goal of dramati-
cally improving performance, something that 
traditional learning institutions are better able 
to provide within the existing physical infra-
structure for collaboration.

But with the help of emerging mobilizers 
(players focused on orchestrating collaboration 
and learning within the ecosystem), first steps 
have been taken to foster the coming together. 
By partnering with Meetup, for example, 
online content aggregators can create an initial 
environment for the individual learner to con-
nect with other students and engage with the 
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Figure 5. Descriptions of representative MOOCs

Location Started Business model
Course 
price 
range

Course offerings
Number of 
students

Khan 
Academy

Mountain 
View, CA

2006

•	 Not-for-profit
•	 Large amount of funding 

from foundations and 
donations

•	 Mission is to provide “a free 
world-class education for 
anyone, anywhere”

Free

•	 Personalized 
learning dashboard, 
100,000+ exercise 
problems, 
and 4500+ 
microlectures/video 
tutorials covering a 
wide range of topics

10 million 
students per 
month

Udemy
San 
Francisco, 
CA

2010

•	“iTunes® of instruction”—
allows anyone to author and 
post courses

•	 Author owns IP and sets 
price of course

•	 Corporations can purchase 
Udemy as a learning 
management system to use 
available content or add 
own content

$0–$399 
(price 
determined 
by course 
author)

•	 9,000 courses, 
primarily skill-
based programs 
for professional 
purposes

•	 5–18 lessons long
1 million

Coursera
Mountain 
View, CA

2012

•	 Most courses are free
•	 Signature program ($100/

course) verifies student 
identification

•	 Partners with universities 
and takes a percentage of 
any revenue generated from 
the course

Free for 
most 
courses

$49+ for ID 
verification 
option

•	 600+ academic 
courses offered; 
subjects range from 
computer science 
to music, film, and 
audio

•	 5–15 weeks long

5.9 million

Udacity
Mountain 
View, CA

2012

•	 Develops content for a fee
•	 Shares revenue with partners 

(recently partnered with 
AT&T and Georgia Tech to 
offer a complete master’s 
degree in computer science)

•	 Offers access to courseware 
for free, or to a full course 
for a subscription

$0 or $150 
for college 
credit 
with ID 
verification

•	~30 courses total
•	 Subjects are all 

STEM-based
•	 Technical courses
•	 5–16 lessons long 1.6 million

edX
Cambridge, 
MA

2012

•	 Founded as a non-profit
•	 Partners with universities 

to offer courses on open-
source platform

•	 Universities pay an up-
front fee and share future 
revenues 

•	 Formal partnership program 
for corporate training

$0 for most 
courses

Additional 
fee for ID 
verification 
option

•	 Currently ~150 
courses offered in 
a wide range of 
academic subjects, 
from city planning 
to finance to the 
science of cooking

•	 6–12 weeks long

1.6 million

NovoEd
San 
Francisco, 
CA

2013

•	 For-profit venture capital
•	 Partners with institutions 

and allows them to create 
their own online community 
brand, with NovoEd running 
in the background

$0–999, 
depending 
on course

•	 Wide range of 
academic subjects

•	 Focuses on 
entrepreneurial 
content

•	 Differing course 
lengths

170,000+
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content, share feedback, ask questions, and, 
hopefully, create sustained relationships. 

Some traditional institutions for learn-
ing, such as Arizona State University (ASU), 
have realized the power of mobilizers such as 
TechShop as a means of facilitating collabora-
tion among not just students, but a diverse 
array of community members and corporate 
partners. In 2013, ASU, the US public univer-
sity with the highest enrollment, partnered 
with TechShop, a membership-based, do-it-
yourself workshop and fabrication studio and 
coworking space, to provide all the 60,000-plus 
ASU students with free access to a wide range 
of machinery and tools. According to Mitzi 
Montaya, dean of ASU’s College of Technology 
and Innovation, TechShop has enriched stu-
dents’ learning experience.49 TechShop allows 
students to apply knowledge they have learned 
in projects that are meaningful to them, 
regardless of major or coursework. 

As fragmentation leads to a proliferation 
of information and content options through 
learning aggregation platforms, and lower bar-
riers and unmet needs attract an ever-richer 
array of learning options, individuals will likely 
need help navigating not just MOOCs and 
digital resources, but the whole ecosystem of 

learning. The role of the agent, an entity that 
thoroughly understands the individual’s learn-
ing and career goals, becomes increasingly 
important. Britney Van Valkenburg, passionate 
about programming, sought online courses 
to learn how to code, but she found it difficult 
to navigate a career path in programming 
because of all the content that existed. What 
courses should she take, and in what order? 
What communities should she engage with, 
and where could she learn fastest? Should she 
enroll in a degree program or join a hack-
erspace? The role of the agent is to provide 
holistic career coaching that is personalized to 
the individual based on a deep understanding 
of his or her needs, skills, and goals. More and 
more, individuals are seeking out such agents; 
in fact, the life coaching industry grew to a $2 
billion industry in 2013.50 A pure-play agent is 
brand-agnostic, anticipates individual needs 
with proactive recommendations, and is widely 
accessible, whether in person or virtually. A 
scalable, widely accessible, and affordable type 
of agent is still very much nascent, although 
companies such as Eddefy are trying to create a 
scalable solution for navigating a learning path, 
and LinkedIn also fulfills some of the goals of 
an agent.
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Entrants from the edges 
gaining credibility

AS the business environment becomes 
more globalized and automated, and 

individuals begin to recognize that a four-
year degree is neither an automatic ticket to 
employment nor the last milestone in their 
learning careers, more individuals are traveling 
alternative learning pathways (figure 6).  

This expanding ecosystem of semi-struc-
tured learning fits the model of how learn-
ers—or at least a certain type of learner—want 
to proceed through their learning. The mobi-
lizer serves as a spark or catalyst. This has 
so far been observed in the programming 
space but may prove relevant across other 
domains. Between Meetups, social learning 
spaces such as Hacker Dojo and TechShop, and 
on-demand resources such as Codeacademy 
and GitHub, individuals are exposed to some 
skills, ideas, and foundational concepts. This 
initial exposure sparks an interest, which leads 
the individual to look for opportunities to 
apply or experience skills in context, and to 
engage with a community of others pursuing 
similar interests. At this point, the desire to go 
deeper and achieve mastery often leads to a 
need for a more structured setting, a physical 
presence, guidance, and a coherent curricu-
lum. This is where the emerging, short-term, 
immersive institutions come in, whether it 
is the nine-week Dev Bootcamp for coders 
or entrepreneurial schools such as the new 
Draper University. 

Specialized, short-term, intensive programs 
such as Draper University, Hack Reactor, 
Codeacademy, and Dev Bootcamp, while 
still at the edges and currently confined to 
entrepreneurship and programming, have 
gained significant traction with individuals 
and companies. Coding boot camps alone 
are poised to reap $59 million in tuition in 
2014. The number of graduates from these 
specialized intensive programs, or vocational 
schools, has also grown by 175 percent in the 
past year.51 In fact, across the existing coding 
boot camps, 75 percent of graduates report 
working full time in a job that requires the 
skills taught in the curriculum, compared with 
the 5 percent who were working as full-time 
programmers beforehand.52

While these programs are not intended to 
replace the four-year institution or the com-
munity college for now, they are intended to 
close the gap between what academia teaches 
and what modern jobs require. The average 
computer science major may not graduate with 
enough coding- or workplace-specific skills to 
be a professional coder, resulting in an unem-
ployment rate of around 9 percent in 2013 for 
recent college graduates with computer science 
degrees.53 These boot camps aim to bridge that 
deficiency by providing an intensive project-
based curriculum relevant to the work envi-
ronment. Dev Bootcamp touts a 90 percent 
placement rate for its students at top-tier 
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Figure 6. Emerging alternative learning pathways
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companies such as Facebook, Pinterest, and 
Google; Hack Reactor reports 100 percent job 
placement, saying all of its alumni are software 
engineers with salaries of over $100,000.54 
Dave Hoover, cofounder of Dev Bootcamp, 
agrees that a nine-week intensive program 
cannot compete with a four-year immersive 
higher education institution, but it can serve as 

an alternative pathway in an à la carte model of 
learning. A student, no matter what age, could 
attend these intensive boot camps within dif-
ferent disciplines and find work opportunities 
to apply that knowledge.55

Experience Institute (Ei) and Draper 
University are two other emerging institu-
tions that are repositioning what a traditional 
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learning institution’s structure could look like. 
Instead of restricting students to the classroom, 
Ei immerses them in at least three three-month 
internships at different companies over the 
course of a year. In between apprenticeships, 
the students come together as a community 
to participate in live classes and share and 
reflect on their experiences. And at Draper 
University, an intensive entrepreneurship boot 
camp, students are able to more quickly gain 
exposure to relevant and new experiences 
within venture capital than through a four-year 
institution. This is why aspiring entrepreneur 
JC Xu decided to apply to Draper University 
rather than attending another graduate pro-
gram.56 Consider also the success of alterna-
tive institutions such as Singularity University 
and the Minerva Schools at KGI,57 both of 
which adopt a global perspective and focus on 
creating intense, immersive environments for 
collaboration and learning. Each is able to be 
highly selective and charge premium rates for 
its unique learning offerings, competing with 
traditional programs in ways that MOOCs 
cannot. In the case of Singularity and other 
short-term intensive programs, the network 
is a critical selling point. These influential 
networks of financiers, employers, and col-
laborators, as well as the program’s own active 
alumni, compete directly with the alumni net-
works of traditional institutions, one of their 
historical advantages.
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Build your own future

THE emerging ecosystem of learning tools 
and providers is ripe with opportunities 

for both individuals and institutions. But as 
new entrants gain traction at the edges, they 
will increasingly threaten components of the 
traditional learning structure. Traditional 
institutions must be open to opportunities 
to leverage and integrate this new learning 
ecosystem and identify the most appropri-
ate and sustainable roles to play in the new 
landscape. Individuals have both the need and 
the capabilities to navigate and benefit from 
new offerings. Meanwhile, higher education 
institutions have been hearing about MOOCs 
and other models for the past several years, yet 
the threats have not materialized as quickly 
as some predicted. This makes it that much 
harder for institutions to understand the future 
landscape and take action in the face of deep 
structural obstacles. 

Despite having vast physical and human 
resources that dwarf those of any new entrant, 
traditional institutions should think of them-
selves as operating within the broader context 
of the learning ecosystem. They operate in 
a world that is more globalized, automated, 
and networked, where both consumers and 
providers have greater reach and more options, 
and where continuous learning will be a 
fixture of our professional and personal lives. 
Individuals’ success in learning will depend 
increasingly on their ability and motivation 

to navigate a myriad of options to create a 
personalized, relevant learning pathway. 
Relevant players in the future learning land-
scape will need to address not only how they 
can better help individuals learn faster, but also 
how they can help them unlearn and be open 
to truly new ideas. As psychologist Herbert 
Gerjuoy’s quote in Future Shock is commonly 
paraphrased, “The illterate of the 21st century 
will not be those who cannot read and write, 
but those who cannot learn, unlearn, and 
relearn.”58

We tend to underplay the difficulty of 
unlearning to make way for new learning, but 
unlearning is unlikely to happen in a class-
room where the same push-based methods 
of delivering content have been in use for the 
past century. What types of immersive experi-
ences can help an individual adopt a new lens 
or change his or her frame of reference? What 
social support is needed to look at things dif-
ferently, even at the risk of looking uneducated, 
along the way to learning? What does it take to 
get an individual, or an entire organization, out 
of the comfort zone? 

The educational institutions that succeed 
and remain relevant in the future business 
landscape will likely be those that foster a 
learning environment that reflects the net-
worked ecosystem and is meaningful and 
relevant to the lifelong learner. This means 
providing learning opportunities that match 
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the learner’s current development and stage 
of life. In community colleges, we see more 
experiments in “stackable” credentials that pro-
vide short-term skills and employment value 
while enabling students to return over time 
and assemble a coherent curriculum that helps 
them progress toward career and personal 
goals. Similarly, corporations such as Siemens 
have worked with high schools and commu-
nity colleges to create apprenticeship programs 
that yield immediate skills and employment for 
young or reentering learners who might lack 
the resources to effectively benefit from the 
learning ecosystem. For both vocational and 
academic education, there is greater recog-
nition of the need for personalized pacing, 
modularity, and structures to provide continu-
ity across time.

Some universities have started to look at the 
examples coming from both the edges of edu-
cation and areas such as gaming and media to 
imagine and conduct experiments in what that 
future learning environment could look like: 

•	 ASU has ventured into more experiential, 
community-oriented, self-directed learning 
and has leveraged the energy and learning 
potential of the maker movement59 in its 
partnership with TechShop Chandler. 

•	 Georgetown University, through a series 
of workshops led by Ann Pendleton-
Jullian, director of the Knowlton School of 
Architecture at Ohio State University, has 
challenged the organizational and physical 
boundaries of a campus to reimagine the 
higher education model of 2033 as a locus 
for communities of practice.60

•	 Stanford Design School’s 2025 project rei-
magines the university experience, focusing 
on experiential learning and examining the 
value derived from residential learning and 
colocation with peers.61

In traditional educational institutions, 
structural and organizational inertia can 

hinder thinking about how to offer and sup-
port learning in new ways. The requirements 
of state and federal funding programs, typical 
fund-accounting models, incentives, hierar-
chies, and even reputation mechanisms derived 
from publishing and classroom authority can 
all stand in the way of traditional educational 
institutions making the changes needed to 
remain relevant and sustainable in the context 
of the future business landscape. 

Looking ahead: What 
can institutions do?

As we have shown above, learning and 
higher education, while related, are not neces-
sarily following the same trajectory. Learning 
is evolving rapidly, while the typical institution 
for postsecondary education is changing more 
slowly. Traditional institutions and provid-
ers that are considering their position in the 
emerging landscape should adopt a mindset 
that allows them to see past the obstacles and 
the “way it’s always been done” to adopt a real-
istic and optimistic perspective.   

Adopt a new mindset

•	 Change your lens: The pressures institu-
tions are facing also hold the opportunity 
for making significant changes according 
to their individual contexts. Rather than 
focusing on the problem—budget con-
straints, unsupportive faculty, poor tech-
nological infrastructure—or replicating the 
shiny emerging tool that others are using 
(such as MOOCs), focus on identifying the 
learning mechanisms that work within the 
context of your institution and are mean-
ingful to tomorrow’s learner.

•	 Move from static to fluid: In a networked 
world that is rapidly changing, static 
knowledge stocks delivered at a fixed 
point in time will be less valuable than 
knowledge flows created as individuals 
continually refresh what they learn through 
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experience beyond the four walls of a 
classroom. Learning institutions have the 
unique opportunity to enable a physical 
space and opportunity for tacit knowledge 
sharing—the knowledge that resides in our 
heads and cannot easily be codified—which 
taps into the rich and changing ecosystem 
around them.

•	 Identify your competitive strengths: The 
value of the university, community col-
lege, or vocational college is in its ability to 
function as a community of practice around 
knowledge. The higher education experi-
ence is unique in its ability to surround the 
learner with a network of individuals from 
different backgrounds—leverage that. As 
Pendleton-Jullian suggests, probe deeper 
into what value the university experience 
brings that cannot be replicated or vir-
tualized, and identify the specific factors 
(people, programs, disciplines, and context) 
compared with other forms of learning that 
make your institution unique and relevant 
to the lifelong learner. 

•	 Scale the edges: Antibodies to change 
and innovation will exist and may stem 
from misaligned faculty support, lack of 
a strong technological infrastructure, or 
lack of funding transparency. Innovation 
can exist at the edges of every organiza-
tion, whether in a particular department, 
set of students, or physical location. Focus 
on these areas where change is blossoming 
rather than despair about the immovable 
core, and leverage external resources from 
the surrounding ecosystem of tools and 
organizations for support rather than seek-
ing internal funding and approval. Identify 
initiatives that are both aligned with your 
strengths and with agents of change within 
the organization. Edges can become con-
duits of transformation, helping the institu-
tions of today tap into the opportunities 
of tomorrow. 

Identify a sustainable role
Today, learning institutions have the unique 

opportunity to transform the learning environ-
ment (physically, virtually, and socially) into 
a new ecosystem that supports the currently 
unmet need of lifelong learning. Traditional 
learning institutions—universities, community 
colleges, and vocational schools—will need 
to understand what roles they currently play, 
where they want to be, and what assets they 
can leverage to stay relevant in the context 
of moving from knowledge stocks to flows, 
identifying dynamic factors, and scaling the 
edges. With concentration around the scale 
and scope roles mapped in figure 4 (infra-
structure provider, aggregation platform, and 
agent business), fragmentation with content 
creation, and mobilizers as the connective tis-
sues between the fragmented and consolidated 
players, traditional postsecondary institutions 
have a choice: 

•	 Transform into an infrastructure busi-
ness. Focus on providing the facilities and 
locations for a variety of learning expe-
riences. As an infrastructure provider, 
traditional institutions shed the roles that 
are not core to providing facilities and 
learning infrastructure. This helps trans-
form the institution into a recognized space 
for learning where content can be brought 
in or accessed from external sources, but 
students look to the institution to connect 
with a broader pool of individuals for the 
purpose of collaborative and social learn-
ing. While in this context, the institution 
amplifies the value of its physical infra-
structure. Back-end systems and delivery 
and warranting systems are also forms of 
infrastructure that will be valuable in the 
future. It is more likely that these types 
of infrastructure will be provided by new 
entrants, so existing institutions should 
be realistic about where they can compete 
sustainably and leverage other providers for 
the roles they don’t play best.
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•	 Become a platform business and curator. 
Aggregate resources for knowledge and 
connect them with appropriate learners 
rather than act as the vendor of knowledge. 
As a platform business, institutions become 
the entities that now pull knowledge 
from the broader ecosystem to share with 
learners, rather than holding tightly to the 
content that is their own. This helps enable 
the institution to access the most relevant 
and current knowledge content from an 
ecosystem of content creation that extends 
beyond the institution. In the process of 
becoming a platform business, institutions 
have the ability to also curate content. Top 
universities such as Harvard University, 
University of California, Berkeley, or 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology can 
use their current brands to curate quality 
content. In this case, the institution acts as a 
platform to identify relevant content in the 
networked ecosystem.

•	 Become an agent business. Channel your 
sector experience to provide lifetime guid-
ance for the learner on his or her learning 
and career. As an agent business, an institu-
tion would help learners navigate a world 
of exponential change and abundance of 
information. As a talent agent for the stu-
dent, the institution would commit to this 

role for the student throughout his or her 
career in the pursuit of lifelong learning. 

Some traditional learning institutions are 
already thinking about the new roles they 
can play. In the Stanford 2025 project, one of 
the four proposed models of innovation was 
the Open Loop University. Through Open 
Loop, students can attend university through 
a six-year nonlinear timeline, allowing them 
to learn, work, and return to learn again. 
Axis Flip is another model that will rework 
the infrastructure of the university to center 
around learning hubs, a model most closely 
tied to the role of the institution as an infra-
structure provider for collaborative learning.62

Whatever role they play, institutions will 
also have to connect and collaborate with 
mobilizers in order to unlock the collective 
knowledge of the ecosystem and become part 
of the transformation. The learning landscape 
is changing, and traditional institutions and 
new entrants have the opportunity to partici-
pate in and define a rich learning ecosystem 
that is more personalized and fluid than educa-
tion has been for at least a century. Institutions 
will need to decide where to compete and 
where to cede the floor, but those that succeed 
will find ways to remain relevant, embrace the 
forces shifting the broader global environment, 
and begin building their own futures now, 
before it gets harder to claim a meaningful 
space in this emerging landscape.
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