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Aim: not to predict, but to co-design a values-based future 
for digital education at Edinburgh



Social futures

Global and local demographic shifts

Ageing population and lifelong learning

Automation of work

‘Unbundling’ of HE

Urbanisation

Inclusion

Trust in public institutions

Technological futures

Datafication of society

Surveillance

AI

Educational neurotechnology

Cognitive enhancement

Virtual realities

New forms of value



adapted from Facer, K. and Sandford, R. (2010) The next 25 years?: future scenarios and future directions for 
education and technology. Journal of Computer Assisted Learning. 26.

Principle 1: 
educational futures work should aim to challenge assumptions rather than present definitive 
predictions

Principle 2: 
the future is not determined by its technologies

Principle 3: 
thinking about the future always involves values and politics

Principle 4: 
education has a range of responsibilities that need to be reflected into visions of its future

Near Future Teaching: principles



1 Foresight:
Taking the community pulse
Reviews and projections (scientific/technical; educational/social)

2 Scenario development:
Defining values
Scoping plausible future worlds
Designing educational futures for each

3 Testing:
Student panel
Academic expert panel
Children’s panel

4 Surfacing challenges, insights and recommendations

5 Translation into policy and action

Near Future Teaching: process



1 Foresight: taking the community pulse – events 



1 Foresight: taking the community pulse – vox pops 

https://media.ed.ac.uk/media/1_yarp4yxl
https://media.ed.ac.uk/media/1_mdxd7eqm
https://media.ed.ac.uk/media/1_9ndd4182
https://media.ed.ac.uk/media/1_a1why2ie
https://media.ed.ac.uk/media/1_tv96gze1
https://media.ed.ac.uk/media/1_r7sfanhy
https://media.ed.ac.uk/media/1_7tny0vdx
https://media.ed.ac.uk/media/Lectures/1_znl89qzr
https://media.ed.ac.uk/media/1_aor20gye
https://media.ed.ac.uk/media/1_173l03xe
https://media.ed.ac.uk/media/1_5t4yd3ml
https://media.ed.ac.uk/media/1_fwhkgik0


https://media.ed.ac.uk/media/Lectures/1_znl89qzr


1 Foresight: reviews and projections



2 Scenario development:
Defining values
Scoping plausible future worlds
Designing educational futures for each









Datafication
Marketisation
Tight borders 
Increased competition



Climate change
Data-driven decision making
Compulsory renewability
Compassion and global justice



Automation
Human-machine hybridity
Personal missions
Leisure



Ageing population
Sharing economy
Consumer power
Unbundling





Datafication – Marketisation – Tight borders –
Increased competition

Value 1: experience over 
assessment
A divide between students 
accessing affordable, tutor-light 
education, and those who can pay 
for human expert-mentored 
pathways. ‘Experience’ looks very 
different for these two groups.

Value 2: diversity and 
inclusion
The university has built 
technologies which curate highly 
diverse peer groups, enabling 
wide exposure to multiple 
worldviews.

Value 3: relationships over 
instruction
Dialogic teaching from subject 
experts is core to the experience 
of high-paying students. Those on 
‘tutor-light’ tracks have access to 
international peer groups and 
intelligent agents.

Value 4: participation and 
transparency
Much of the student experience is 
determined by algorithmic 
decision making and routine, 
invisible surveillance. However, a 
focused programme of work on 
explainable AI, data ethics and 
student data literacy has created a 
relatively transparent system for 
student support at Edinburgh.



Climate change – Data-driven decision making –
Compulsory renewability – Compassion and global justice

Value 1: experience over 
assessment
Student experiences are directed 
toward practical outcomes: the 
impact of student work on a set of 
defined challenges becomes the 
core measure of its value. 

Value 2: diversity and 
inclusion
International collaboration across 
an academic commons ensures 
diversity of content and inclusive 
definitions of academic 
knowledge.

Value 3: relationships over 
instruction
Academic mentorship becomes 
vital to help students navigate and 
work with a vast and volatile 
global knowledge network.

Value 4: participation and 
transparency
Students work with global 
challenge-based networks to 
define and build their own 
personal curriculum and mission: 
most higher education is highly 
participative.



Automation – Human-machine hybridity –
Personal missions – LeisureValue 1: experience over 

assessment
Unlimited time for study 
emphasises the importance of a 
quality experience, but 
maintaining student motivation 
and sense of direction is a key 
issue for universities. Ennui has 
become a common feature of the 
human condition. 

Value 2: diversity and 
inclusion
Human-machine hybridity is so 
accepted in this world that those 
who are excluded - for self- or 
societally-determined reasons -
experience massive inequality. 
This is challenging for institutions.

Value 3: relationships over 
instruction
Gaining basic knowledge through 
instruction is considered archaic in 
this world, though some continue 
to see it as a necessary grounding 
for meaningful, impactful human 
work.

Value 4: participation and 
transparency
Societal aspirations for 
meaningful transparency have 
disappeared as massively complex 
hybrid systems maintain social 
order: transparency is no longer 
considered a  positive term.



Ageing population – Sharing economy –
Consumer power – Unbundling

Value 1: experience over 
assessment
The main function of universities 
is to measure and offer credit for 
learning; the quality of learner 
experience is the responsibility of 
learners themselves, and depends 
on the quality of academic 
support they are able to buy. 

Value 2: diversity and 
inclusion
Diversity and inclusion is no longer 
the responsibility of institutions, 
but is determined by learners’ 
chosen pathways and their 
purchasing choices.

Value 3: relationships over 
instruction
Basic instruction is available to all 
students, with ready access to 
basic knowledge universal and 
provided online. Meaningful 
academic exchange needs to be 
bought, and depends on how 
much expert academic time 
learners can afford to buy.

Value 4: participation and 
transparency
All academic achievement is 
recorded immutably online and 
open to public gaze. Teacher 
profiles and capabilities are 
evaluated and ranked by each 
learner-consumer online –
reputation management is a core 
academic skill.



Preferable

Probable

Plausible

Possible



1 Foresight:
Taking the community pulse
Reviews and projections (scientific/technical; educational/social)

2 Scenario development:
Scoping plausible future worlds
Designing educational futures for each

3 Testing:
Student panel
Academic expert panel
Children’s panel

4 Surfacing challenges, insights and recommendations

5 Translation into policy and action



What futurists can do is to facilitate the development and application 
of individual, organizational and collective foresight. 

One result of good foresight work is a well-developed decision context 
embracing aspects of past, present and possible futures.

Slaughter, R. (1996) The knowledge base of futures studies as an evolving process. 
Futures. 28:9.



Outputs

Co-produced values- and evidence-based position on futures for:
Investment in (educational) technology
Investment in people/culture
Nature and development of future curriculum
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