
Utopian Futures
A synthesis of the literature

Higher education and the future of learning, life and work



Emergent ‘future ideal university’ focus areas

Community and/or 
public good

Locally & Globally 
connected

Social justice, 
inclusivity, & 
compassion

Developing 
student capabilities

Interdisciplinarity

Intradisciplinarity

Lifelong learning

Customised/ flexible 
learning 

opportunities

Embracing and 
supporting innovationEvidence-informed practice 

and (future) citizens

(smart) artificial 
intelligence

HE as valued in 
society

Human-centredness

Students as partners

Valuing face to face 
connections Openness and 

transparency

Widening access



“The focus is on the benefits that 

a university education brings to 

society as much as the benefits it 

provides to an individual. It is 

deeply connected locally and 

globally. A university that feels 

responsible for actively 

participating in the creation of a 

more sustainable, equitable and 

compassionate world.”

Focus: Community and/or public good

“A university that works in 

partnership with its local 

community, progressing student 

learning and research development 

in a context of responding to local 

needs and augmenting community 

initiatives. The university would also 

facilitate and grow connected 

global communities, spaces where 

local initiatives, research and 

learning become part of dynamic 

global and interdisciplinary 

conversations.”



“The focus is on the benefits that 

a university education brings to 

society as much as the benefits it 

provides to an individual. It is 

deeply connected locally and 

globally. A university that feels 

responsible for actively 

participating in the creation of a 

more sustainable, equitable and 

compassionate world.”

Focus: Locally and Globally connected

“A university that works in 

partnership with its local 

community, progressing student 

learning and research development 

in a context of responding to local 

needs and augmenting community 

initiatives. The university would also 

facilitate and grow connected 

global communities, spaces where 

local initiatives, research and 

learning become part of dynamic 

global and interdisciplinary 

conversations.”



“Global Leaders, Industry partners 

and colleagues through 

increasingly distributed but 

globally-networked Learning and 

teaching environments 

supporting experiential learning 

in practice, global goals and the 

reduction of L&T overheads at 

scale (smart AI).  "You count, We 

count, The world counts.”

Focus:

“The future is a globalised world 

where national interests can no 

longer supersede global 

exigencies. Universities will need 

to take the opportunity afforded 

by GAs and thinking 'big picture' 

to globalise curriculum models.”

Globally connectedLocally and



“The focus is on the benefits that 

a university education brings to 

society as much as the benefits it 

provides to an individual. It is 

deeply connected locally and 

globally. A university that feels 

responsible for actively 

participating in the creation of a 

more sustainable, equitable and 

compassionate world.”

Focus: Social justice, inclusivity, compassion

“Kindness and justice as shared 

underpinning values for creative 

problem solving and innovation.” 

“That university environments, 

institutions, people, places and 

practices reflect and respond to 

the diversity of their student 

cohorts as 'Civic Institutions'.”  



Focus: Developing student capabilities

“One that believes in addressing 

societal problems through 

education, research and 

engagement, and creates 

avenues for students to become 

citizens of influence and integrity.”

“Future pedagogies that inspire 

and engage and provide students 

with 21st century skills and 

facilitate a learning mindset for 

both students and academics 

alike.”

“I see my ideal university providing 

amazing world-wide opportunities to 

foster creative thinkers and problem 

solvers, because innovation comes 

from looking at things differently, from 

all sorts of angles.  Would this be in 

the form of a degree?...mmm, 

probably not.  I see the university's 

insular status dissolving sothat all activities and outcomes are in 

partnership with and directly benefit 

the community and beyond.”



Focus: Interdisciplinary vs intradisciplinarity

“Customised flexible learning 

experiences that enable students 

to develop as professionals 

connected to their relevant 

disciplinary communities.”
“Strong disciplinary connections 

and collaborations between 

students at all stages of the life 

cycle, including graduates, and 

also plenty of interdisciplinary 

collaborative opportunities.”

“Interdisciplinary approaches to 

learning and teaching.”



Focus: Lifelong learning

“A lifelong learning environment embodied 

through the creative spaces, educational 

ethos, courses, and entry points that enable 

an educational journey to be unique and 

impactful.”

“Universities embraces creativity and innovation 

reflexive to the world of work and the future world of 

education. This includes innovative pedagogy, rapid 

feedback loops, assessment that evaluates how well 

students are prepared for future learning, and an 

education system that engenders lifelong learning for 

the changing world of work.”



Focus: Customised/ flexible learning 
opportunities

“Customised flexible learning 

experiences that enable students to 

develop as professionals 

connected to their relevant 

disciplinary communities.”

“Active learning and an open "free" 

inclusive and flexible university 

structure.”

“I see a future where there are 

seamless boundaries between 

educational pathways - where 

highschool students can tap into 

higher education learning and alumni 

and industry partners can do the 

same, without any restriction...”

“Every student is enabled to take 

control of their journey through the 

university, seeking out individually 

tailored support that helps them to 

develop in a way of their choosing 

and accessing rich services that 

provide personalised guidance and 

support on this pathway.”



Focus: Embracing & supporting 
innovation 

“A culture of innovation and 

experimentation”

“The support for staff to take risks

(across research/teaching/service) in 

response to the wicked problems we all 

face, locally and globally.”

“Universities embraces creativity and 

innovation reflexive to the world of work 

and the future world of education.”



Focus: Evidence-based practice and citizens

“That decisions about learning and 

teaching are based on rigorous 

evidence.”

“I would hope that universities continue to 

play a strong role in improving the quality of 

life within communities and ensuring 

evidenced based and ethical practice across 

all fields.”



Snapshots from the literature

“A map of the world that does not include Utopia is not 

worth even glancing at.” 

Oscar Wilde

The Soul of Man Under Socialism



Aspects of ecological thinking emphasised:

• Interconnectedness, networks, multi-systems, 
nourishment, energy flows

• Developmental, not fully formed

• Human responsibility to energise, thrive, 
flourish

Ecological thinking

Barnett, R. (2011). The coming of the ecological university. Oxford Review of Education, 37(4), 439-455.

Barnett, R. (2018). The ecological university: A feasible utopia. Routledge: London.

Ellis, R. A. & Goodyear, P. (2019). The education ecology of universities: Integrating learning, strategy, and the academy. Routledge: London.

Image © WWF: https://www.adsoftheworld.com/media/print/wwf_green



Knowledge

Social institutions (including political sphere)

Natural environment

Economy

Culture

Learning (including societal learning)

Persons

Barnett, R. (2018). The ecological university: A feasible utopia. Routledge: London.

Barnett’s 7 ecosystems of the ecological university

Environment

(including natural, built, digital)
Bridgstock, 2016; Ellis & Goodyear, 2019; Luckin, 2010



“Accordingly, the ecological university is one that takes seriously its relationships
with its total environment and it does what it can to further the wellbeing of that
total environment. The ecological university cares about its environment. And since
the environment of universities is global (as well as regional and local), the ecological
university has a care towards the whole world. The ecological university does what
it can, within its compass, to be a good for the world.”

Barnett, 2018, p.5

…for the public good



Narrow disciplinary

paradigms and tribal 

identities are rejected 

and students and staff 

share a love for inquiry, 

rather than seeing their 

interaction as a service 

encounter.

Students are finding links 

between what they are 

working on for course 

assessments and other

social and economic aspects 

of their lives, such as 

contributing to causes they

care about.

post-disciplinary

Gatenby, Mark (2016) The University of Utopia. Times Higher Education 17 November



Mark Gatenby



http://www.universityofutopia.org/

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Marxist perspective “In capitalist society the general intellect has been appropriated by the expansive process of capitalist production, and turned against the individuals, academics and students, who produced that knowledge. The logic of the expansive process of capitalist production is used as the justification for the continuing destruction of the social, cultural, natural, animal, human world.In capitalist society, the main manifestation of this form of appropriation is the university and the system of knowledge creation it supports.“



Re-appropriation: Learning Landscapes, Student 
as Producer and Pedagogy of Excess

Fundamental 
reappraisal of the

learning 

landscapes

of higher 
education based 

on the concept of 
the idea of the 

university.

Students as 

revealers of a 

general crisis, 

raising the 

protest to the 

level of society

Student as 

producer: 

students working in 

collaboration with 

academics as part of 

the academic 

project of the 

university.

http://www.universityofutopia.org/critical-theory

Presenter
Presentation Notes
“This reconstituted university should be based not on academic freedom: freedom for academics, but on mass intellectuality - knowledge production is something that anyone can do ”



http://www.stanford2025.com/

• 6 years learning access over a lifetime 

• Knowledge obtained across classrooms & 

practical settings

• Seasoned adults return to pivot careers 

& reconnect with community

• Students begin studies at a range of ages

• ‘Populi’ return as expert practitioners & 

enrich campus life

• 6 years & 3 phases: Calibrate, Elevate, Activate

• New spaces created for reflection & professor-

student learning

• Faculty offered calibration micro-courses

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Empirical Scenarios generated via a design thinking process:The project included three classes, a series of workshops and the development of design tools. A project team synthesised and built on the ideas and research initiated by the students and project partners. Design work continued for a year, creating the foundation for the exhibit, which debuted in May 2014.Key question: What is the future of the on-campus experience in the age of online learning?Imagine you have been teleported into 2025 – make a sketch of the university in this future vision. What is one defining characteristic of the future vision? How are students of the future similar to or different from the students of today? Calibration (6-18 months, experiences/micro-classes, 1-14 days, wide range of subject areas immersive introductory, samples/tasters)Elevation (12-18 months – deeper exploration of content area, intellectual rigour)Activation (12-18 months – applied knowledge to real-world applications – service projects, research, entrepreneurship)



• Undergraduate Skill Acquisition Model

• 7 competency hubs, each with a dean

• ‘Skill-prints’ used to convey a broader 

story of capabilities & potential • Students pursue meaning & impact through 

studies & projects

• Alumni cited missions as the compass that 

guided their careers

• ‘Global Impact Labs’ extend platform for 

faculty research

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Axis FlipDeans of Scientific Analysis, Quantitative Reasoning, Social Inquiry, Moral & Ethical Reasoning, Aesthetic Interpretation, Creative Confidence, and Communication Effectiveness Purpose learning6 mnth OS project or on-campus project on global problem  



Students and society in the 2020s. Three future 
‘histories’ of education and technology 

Scenario 1

smooth users, 
competent 

subjects

Felicitas Macgilchrist, Heidrun Allert & Anne Bruch (2019): Students and society in the 2020s. Three future 

‘histories’ of education and technology, Learning, Media and Technology

Scenario 2

digital 

nomads, 

exploiting 

digitalisation 

for 

individualism

Scenario 3

collective agents, 

in institutions as 

spaces for 

exploring new 

forms of living

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This paper explored what is thought to be a desirable future student subject in 2040 – each scenario imagines, as depicted as social sci fi:What priorities will they have?How might they organise their lives?What kinds of experience will they want to have? i.e., Who might they want to be?Theoretical



Scenario 1: smooth users, competent subjects

Being an agreeable, 

pleasant person who could 

independently solve 

problems, create novel 

ideas and find 

compromises without 

conflict, was the key to 

social and economic 

success.

User interfaces 

circulated an 

aesthetic of 

smoothness and 

predictability that 

lulled users into 

agreeable, smoothed 

personas.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Consumers rather than critiquers/creators



Scenario 2: digital nomads, exploiting 

digitalisation for individualism

Students who were 

particularly fluent in 

using digital tools for 

collaborating, 

managing projects, 

meeting and training 

withdrew from 

nation-state systems 

and adopted digital 

nomadic lifestyles.

Formal 

education was 

assumed to be 

superfluous. 

Doing was key.

solopreneurs

entrepreneurial-self

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Libertarian, rejection of schools & universities, stepping out of the system, gig economy, leveraging algorithms and analytics



Scenario 3: collective agents, in institutions as spaces 

for exploring new forms of living

Appreciation of the need to 

develop and work with 

‘convivial technologies’, i.e., 

tools which are not designed 

with novelty and profitability 

in mind, but with a view to a 

more equitable, participatory, 

democratic, interrelated and 

ecological society oriented to 

degrowth.

Student-subjects were called 

into being who saw 

themselves as guardians, 

caretakers and stewards for 

the physical environment, and 

as collective innovators for 

diverse economies, fair politics 

and respectful technology 

design.

respectful design

data activists

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Emancipatory, critical, human rights, data rights, generative, creating/rebuilding/reengineering to serve social needs



Bridgstock, R. (2017). The university and the knowledge network: a new educational model for twenty-first century learning and 

employability. In Graduate employability in context (pp. 339-358). Palgrave Macmillan, London.

Learning and career 

self-management, 

transdisciplinary 

practice, enterprise 

and new knowledge 

production, in a 

highly digitally 

networked world. 

Students learn ‘hands 

on’ through a 

progressive series of 

projects. These projects 

are either generated by 

an industry / community 

‘client’ who submits a 

brief, or for more 

entrepreneurial 

projects, co-determined 

by students. 

experiential, social & networked 

learning ecology

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Knowledge networks, connectivist, informal learning, distributed models of work, self-employmentnew knowledge production through innovation and enterprise, often digitally focused, underpinned by trans-disciplinary social processes. Universities are by and large walled gardens – closed ecosystems where learning and resources are kept secure from the outside world, including industry and community stakeholders. Siemens (2005) defines a learning ecology as a dynamic, rich, continually evolving system that reacts and evolves in response to both external and internal changes. If developed and maintained appropriately, the university learning ecology becomes the conduit and knowledge integrator for the latest university and industry generated research and practice trends, which students and professionals alike can access as needed, thus eliminating the challenge of curriculum relevance.  Learners can forage within the ecology for task- relevant and up-to-date knowledge, information and connections, and derive meaning from it themselves, with the support and facilitation of teachers. meta-universities’ – overarching, accessible, empow- ering, dynamic, global, communally constructed frameworks of open materials and online platformsuniversity must also become future-capable: it must adopt cur- riculum and pedagogic practices that are conducive to the development of twenty-first century capabilities, and build its own knowledge networks.  



Capturing your ideas:
An ‘ideal future’ for 
learning & teaching in 
higher education



Consider utopian future as they relate to:

• Aims of learning and teaching in HE

• Learner profile – who are our learners?

• Learning experiences, capabilities & outcomes

• Educator profile – who are our educators?

• The institution

• HE sector
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