
Beyond 2020:  
Where next for 
Higher Education?
The future may look scary in places, but it also offers 
amazing opportunities for students and institutions alike



The Higher Education landscape is changing, and changing 
fast. It’s being driven by new technologies, new pedagogies 
and the exacting demands of a new breed of students. As a 
result, the institutions of three to five years’ time could work 
very differently to today. Are you ready?

Are you ready for more flexible approaches, blending traditional 
on-campus learning with online delivery? Are you ready for a 
mix of digital assessments with tailored, individual study paths? 
Are you ready for the central role mobile devices will play in 
pedagogy, as we learn to see them less as a distraction and 
more as a resource we can use?

We’ve spoken to a mix of academics, futurologists and industry 
experts to discover what the future holds. Whether that’s the 
emergence of digital communities that support and nurture 
learning, or the growing application of analytics tools to build 
success. We’ll see why this may require changes to university 
network and security infrastructure, and the way institutions 
use on-campus space. 

It’s challenging, yes, but the results should be worth it: 
improved student retention, greater achievement and new 
opportunities for institutions to climb rankings, improve their 
prestige, and swell student numbers.
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LEARNING – NEW EXPERIENCES 
The students of today and tomorrow are not the students 
of ten or twenty years ago. They’ve grown up in a world 
of ubiquitous technology, where the things they want are 
almost always accessible 24/7, and their expectations have 
transformed to match. 

They face different pressures, both time and financial, and 
have different and wider life goals. They’re looking for a 
more flexible approach to education, where courses blend 
traditional lectures and classes with online study, and where 
modular study programmes allow for a more personalised 
journey through higher-education. They’re also much more 
likely to have a specific reason for taking your course, and will 
expect tangible rewards.

In the universities of the future, continuous assessment 
initiatives give students the chance to develop and reinforce 
their skills and knowledge, with additional activities or content 
that unlocks as and when they’re ready. Tutors can track each 
student’s progress and help them repair any weak points. 
Flipped classroom strategies allow students to make more of 
their time within the classroom and outside it, while enabling 
institutions to do more within a limited physical space.

Forward-thinking institutions are already leading the way. 
California State University, Northridge, is trialling courses 
where half of the coursework is taken online and two classes 
can co-exist in the same physical space. The University 
of Manchester’s My Learning Essentials initiative is using 
Blackboard Learn to deliver curriculum-linked programmes 
and online resources to over 10,000 students across 70 course 
units, with drop-in workshops and face-to-face sessions to 
back them up.

At the University of Groningen, the faculties of Law, Spatial 
Sciences and Behaviour and Social Sciences have trialled 
flipped classroom strategies combining lectures, online videos, 
student-response systems and discussion platforms. Right 
now, these flexible approaches are unusual. In the university of 
the future, they’ll be the norm.

Its digital exam initiatives, meanwhile, have made for a better 
experience for students, making it easier for them to amend 
their text-based responses, while saving academics between 
40% and 70% of the time spent marking.

CHANGE 1

BLACKBOARD RECOMMENDS:
• If you haven’t already, experiment with flipped classroom 

strategies

• Identify courses that require a lot of manual marking: could 
this be streamlined?

• Share any successes, don’t hide them in silos
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That’s what colleges have to figure out. What’s the 
role of a teacher in the 21st century? I think it’s to 
be a performance coach. Not merely to transmit 
knowledge but to help students think about how to 
use that knowledge to answer new questions, solve 
new problems and create new technology.”

Tony Wagner, 
Harvard University Innovation Lab

This kind of active learning is rewarding for me 
as an instructor. It creates an enriched classroom 
for the students. I see that they are actively 
participating; they take pride in their work, 
showing me that they are excited and engaged in 
the course.”

Jeanne Marie Robertson, 
Assistant Professor, Department of Biology, 
California State University, Northridge 

You can use technology before the class to inform 
the class. You can use it during the class to collect 
information from your audience while you’re 
teaching. You can use it to break up your class so 
that people can have group work and record their 
group output in this online space and share it with 
the room.”

Gunter Saunders, 
Director of Internet and Education Technology, 
University of Westminster

“

“

“



DEVICES – IT’S ALL ABOUT MOBILE
While there are essays and dissertations to be written or 
coursework to be done, PCs and laptops will always have a 
place on campus. Yet for many students, mobile devices will 
become their primary learning tool; many have already made 
that switch. If you aren’t already making changes to the way 
you deliver learning, with the target being a phone or tablet 
rather than a PC, then you should be.

Tablets are already being used in some institutions as a tool 
for delivering course content and handling assessments. The 
smartphone, meanwhile, has become the primary device for 
a growing sector of the student population. Across Europe, 
adoption rates reached 51% by the end of 2014 and are poised 
to break through the 80% barrier by the end of the decade. 

Young people are amongst the most avid users. Last year, 
Ofcom, the UK’s telecoms regulator, reported that 90% of 16-24 
year-olds owned a smartphone and used it for nearly four hours 
a day; double the amount of those in the 55-64 age range.

The universities of 2019 will find new ways to use these devices. 
Some are already thinking of smartphones not as a distraction 
but as a tool. At California State University Northridge (CSUN), 
custom-built phone apps give students the information they need 
to not just access campus resources and view schedules, but to 
physically navigate around the campus and enrol in classes. 

Meanwhile, students at CSUN are using the iPad as a true 
learning tool, combining the capabilities of the device, such as 
its built-in cameras, with e-textbooks and interactive exercises, 
while their tutors use the iPad to go walkabout within the 
lecture theatre or classroom, untethered from the lectern and 
projector screen.

At Liverpool John Moore’s University, they’re investigating 
ways students can use Blackboard resources through the Bb 
Student App on their devices. As many students use social 
media through their smartphones and tablets, they make an 
ideal discussion tool.

This is just the start. Institutions are now beginning to think 
about the ways the sensors, cameras and GPS receivers 
built into smartphones can be harnessed for research and 
coursework; see the work of Jochen Kun from Kaiserlauten 
University of Technology and Patrik Vogt from the University of 
Education Freiburg for some great examples in Physics. 

Further on, we may see virtual reality and augmented reality 
devices, whether Google’s Cardboard and Daydream devices 
or the Oculus Rift, helping to bring complex simulations to life. 
Integrating these devices into study programmes won’t be easy, 
but the more they enter the technology mainstream, the more 
students will expect them to be used – and the more institutions 
will be able to use them to build a competitive edge.

CHANGE 2

BLACKBOARD RECOMMENDS:
• Ask existing students what they really think of your app

• Take a look at what other institutions are doing – and note 
the best ideas

• Separate must-have features from the desirable, and make 
sure the must-have features work well before thinking 
about less important ones

82%
of universities are implementing 
mobile solutions to deliver learning 
and offer mobile access to resources 
[source: Blackboard]
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I think we’re just starting to scratch the surface 
on mobile devices – to do education where you 
can really interact with each other. I think that’s 
going to be even more essential in the future 
than it is today.”

Johan Lindström, 
Halmstad University 

Our goal and our objective is to use mobile 
learning in a much more interactive way; to use it 
more for activities inside and outside class, so that 
students are doing things rather than being passive 
receivers of content and information.”

Gunter Saunders, 
Director of Internet and Education Technology, 
University of Westminster

“

“



COLLABORATION AND COMMUNITIES
Through social media and collaboration software, the students 
of 2019 will take the idea of working together without 
necessarily being in the same room for granted. Tutors and 
students will form communities that bridge the gap between 
on- and off-campus learning, and turn collaboration into 
something that goes on both inside the classroom and out.

Students will be able to participate in lectures and seminars 
whether they’re physically there or not. Courses and modules 
will have their own virtual communities and study groups, where 
tutors and students can discuss ideas or share new research at 
any time from anywhere. 

By using analytics, academic staff can already identify the 
influencers within a class and those who are struggling; by 
pairing the two students, they can already take active steps 
to retain students who might otherwise leave the course. It’s 
happening now, and could become a natural part of courses.

At the same time, a wide range of social networks, cloud-based 
services and collaboration tools will make it easier for distance 
learners and on-campus students – even students from other 
universities – to bring in new perspectives. 

These communities don’t even have to be formal. Dan Nygren, 
Blackboard’s Regional Manager for Scandinavia, sees students 
identifying potential study mates then creating their own 
study areas, unconnected to a specific course. These virtual 
meeting rooms could follow these informal groups throughout 
university, working as a space for discussion and shared study.

The same technologies are also bringing universities closer 
together. In Germany, the Bavarian Virtual University is 
combining online study programmes across state-funded 
universities, so that all benefit from shared course materials 
and resources.

In the UK, the North-West OER Network encourages 
collaboration across 13 Higher Education institutions in the 
region, with students collaborating between campuses using 
social networks and real-time chat. 

In the Netherlands, the University of Groningen’s Spanish 
language department has already paired with the University 
of Barcelona to connect native Spanish speakers (who are 
learning to speak English) directly with their students. 

CHANGE 3

BLACKBOARD RECOMMENDS:
• Dig into your existing analytics: can you identify struggling 

students, and the strongest performers?

• Speak to academics to find out how they’re using 
collaboration software already

• Read our slideshow, “7 surprising ways universities are 
using Blackboard Collaborate”
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CHANGE 4

BLACKBOARD RECOMMENDS:
• Think analytically about how you use analytics. Ask 

questions such as, how is adoption measured? What’s the 
baseline

• Also ask, what’s trying to be achieved Why and how will it be 
done?

• Finally, ask what evidence do you need to make good 
decisions?

ANALYTICS – EXPLORING STUDENT POTENTIAL
It’s taken time, but the Higher Education sector is waking up 
to the power of analytics. Right now the focus is on managing 
students and retention. 

In the words of Richard Burrows, Business Manager for 
Blackboard Analytics, it’s about ‘identifying the students who 
need additional support to be successful’ and allowing ‘all 
those who work with students across the university to have 
better informed and more effective interactions.’ 

In a way, it’s no different from the way big corporations use 
data analysis in business intelligence systems, to understand 
the inputs and outputs of their business and model and 
predict behaviour. In education, though, ‘you’re starting to take 
historical data to make a model of what a successful student 
looks like,’ says Burrows, ‘then applying information about 
current students to that model and looking for people who are 
outside the norm.’

In the future, however, analytics may be just as useful on the 
student-facing side. At the University of Edinburgh, they’ve 
already experimented with using analytics to help students 
understand where they stand in their courses, and where they 
need to focus to achieve their goals. 

The University of Groningen wraps the data up inside a visual 
dashboard that gives students a clearer picture of their 
progress. Meanwhile, tutors will harness analytics to spot 
points of friction within their own courses and look at ways of 
shaping change. Follow the data, and results, retention and 
rankings could all improve.

No matter how such data is used, one constant priority is 
privacy: leak data, or lose the trust of students and staff in any 
way, and your punishment may not be financial alone  
– crucially, you could lose reputation too.
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Most businesses use business intelligence. They 
know about the inputs and they know about 
the outputs of their business. Education has 
used a little bit of business intelligence in the 
administrative side to start to manage that, but 
they’ve never used data to start to better manage 
their teaching. When they do it’s going to deliver a 
real competitive advantage.”

Richard Burrows, 
Business Manager, Blackboard Analytics

Learning analytics are something that will 
impact the way we improve our education, 
because we need to see the relationship 
between our success stories and what they are 
doing within their courses.”

Johan Lindström, 
Halmstad University 

“

“



NETWORKS AND SECURITY 
– ADDRESSING CHALLENGES
Adopting and embracing new technology will pose some 
challenges for institutions. They’ll need more wireless 
bandwidth to support more apps and services across a wider 
range of devices. Networks will have to be able to handle 
high-bandwidth video streams or real-time VR data streams to 
hundreds – even thousands – of users at a time. 

IT departments will also have to support and manage a wider 
range of student-owned devices. BYOD is nothing new in higher 
education, but the scope and scale of the requirements are 
growing. Campus networks will also evolve to support deeper 
collaboration between universities.

Inevitably, privacy and security will become even bigger 
issues. Most universities have networks equal to those of a 
major corporation, but a fraction of the resources to protect 
them. They have departments wanting openness and easy 
collaboration, yet also have a need to secure valuable 
research and sensitive student data. It’s vital you have a 
carefully thought out privacy policy in place, and that everyone 
understands it.

With these and budgetary limitations to contend with, universities 
will be looking for more secure software platforms, efficient 
security appliances and networks that are more resistant to – and 
able to recover faster from – online attacks. Constant monitoring 
and analysis and fast reaction times will be key.

CHANGE 5

BLACKBOARD RECOMMENDS:
• Check your privacy policy: is it up to date?

• Do a security audit, even a quick and dirty one

• Make privacy and security a top priority whenever you’re 
specifying systems

What we ended up with was maybe a couple 
of 150-seat classrooms back to back where the 
instructors might be saying, “I need you to upload 
something right now, all 150 of you at exactly the 
same time.” Or, “Do a quiz at exactly the same 
time.”  And boom - that has an impact on your 
Wi-Fi that is a little different from general use by 
150 over a course of an hour.”

Hilary J. Baker, 
Vice President for Information Technology and Chief Information Officer, 
California State University, Northridge

“
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THE CAMPUS – ADAPTING FOR NEW MODES
All these initiatives also have an impact on the physical 
campus. As institutions embrace blended learning, the spaces 
and resources they provide may also need to change. 

Instead of conventional classrooms, seminar rooms and 
lecture rooms, they may be a need for more collaborative 
spaces that support group or flipped classroom activities 
– rooms that can support breakout discussions, hands-on 
learning, content creation or Web-based research. 

It may be time to drop the projector screens favoured by 
PowerPoint-focused lecturers in favour of large, multi-touch 
displays that enable more interactive, collaborative activities. 
Flexibility will be as key to the physical space as to the learning 
methods, supporting new modes of teaching and enabling 
multiple classes to share an area.

CHANGE 6

If you think about the dynamic in a classroom, 
most classrooms are set up in such a way that they 
dictate the way in which the teaching’s going to 
happen; with the lectern and the big screen at the 
front, you’re almost forced into standing there. But 
if you’re teaching from a mobile device and you 
can easily connect that device to a big display, so 
people can see what you’re doing, you can move 
around and the whole dynamic changes.”

Gunter Saunders, 
Director of Internet and Education Technology, 
University of Westminster

“

BUILDING FOR THE FUTURE
The next few years will see unparalleled change in Higher 
Education, but the software bring used by many leading 
institutions is evolving to support all these developments. With 
Blackboard Learn and Blackboard Collaborate, universities 
can embrace flexible learning and roll out digital assessment 
schemes. They can develop mobile apps and services, support 
collaboration and harness the power of analytics to improve 
student outcomes. It’s time to reimagine education.
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