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About the NGDLI Project
This research brief is part of the Next-Gen Digital Learning Infrastructure (NGDLI)
project, undertaken by the New England Board of Higher Education (NEBHE) with the
support of the TIAA Institute.
The project’s overall purpose is to build understanding of the digital future of the
postsecondary learning enterprise and to strengthen strategic governance by
institutional executives, governing boards and policy leaders.

Project goals
Other goals of the NGDLI project include:
W

W

W

W

W
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Create a shared language and frameworks for understanding of NGDLI for higher
education institutions (HEIs)
Leverage recent events (including the global pandemic) to elevate the topic among
senior HEI leaders nationally and motivate strategic action
Gather expert perspectives on best-in-class examples, emerging technologies, key
trends and opportunities—to inspire experimentation and innovation by HEIs
Strengthen strategic HEI governance and the proactive pursuit of improved digital
learning infrastructure
Facilitate HEI collaborations and strategic alliances to support equitable and
efficient development of NGLDI
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About the New England Board of Higher Education (NEBHE)
Founded in 1955 by six visionary New England governors, NEBHE brings together
leaders of K–12 education, higher education, government, business and labor to forge
partnerships and advance ideas that enhance the economy and quality of life in the sixstate region and around the world. NEBHE works to expand education opportunities and
advance collaboration among the region’s colleges and universities to expand access,
success, affordability, equity and the impact of higher education.

About the TIAA Institute
The TIAA Institute helps advance the ways individuals and institutions plan for financial
security and organizational effectiveness. The Institute conducts in-depth research,
provides access to a network of thought leaders, and enables those it serves to
anticipate trends, plan future strategies, and maximize opportunities for success. To
learn more about its research and initiatives for higher education leaders, please visit
www.tiaainstitute.org.
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Executive summary
This brief highlights four transformative forces relevant to HEIs’ program delivery models, digital learning infrastructure, and ability
to meet the dynamic needs of students, employers and other stakeholders. It describes these forces’ primary manifestations, their
implications for higher education, and key questions for senior institutional leaders and trustees to consider.
The four transformative forces are:
W
Digital transformation
W
The evolution of work
W
The education technology boom
W
The changing currencies of learning
Digital transformation. The pandemic accelerated significant investments in digital transformation and organizations’ ecommerce
capabilities, improving customer experiences and reshaping their expectations. Postsecondary education lags behind many
industries in the level and pace of its digital transformation, challenging HEIs to consider how, post pandemic, new systems and
digital technologies can support further improvements to administrative and academic models, and respond to students’ changed
preferences and expectations––particularly given the high cost (and price) of postsecondary education.
Evolution of work. The growth of hybrid work has made individuals accustomed to digital interactions and remote collaboration and
learning. It has also altered basic expectations for the quality of digital tools and support infrastructure, flexibility of time and place,
and work-life balance. Employers’ concerns about the persistent, global skill gaps and their acute need to “upskill” existing employees
have accelerated demand for flexible and continuous learning. In postsecondary education, large numbers of students express an
interest in continuing virtual learning opportunities after the pandemic. HEIs must expand their capacity to provide new forms of
work-relevant lifelong learning (beyond traditional undergraduate study) to be relevant solutions to employers’ pressing talent needs.
Education technology boom. The pandemic catalyzed further growth in education technology (edtech) investments, ventures, and
innovation, expanding the marketplace for technologies and services designed to improve HEI academic and administrative functions
and the learner experience. Such trends confirm perceptions that HEIs have inadequately responded to significant demand from
individuals and employers for flexible, skills-based, career-connected credentials and learning models. HEIs must determine how
edtech will enable the future postsecondary learning enterprise, developing digital capabilities to enable ongoing experimentation
with new technologies. They must also determine how edtech can accelerate their response to non-institutional competitors and to
new, less expensive “substitutes” for traditional postsecondary learning.
Changing currencies of learning. Non-degree, certificate and microcredential programs and non-HEI providers are growing in
response to learners’ increasing preference for alternatives to the “currency” of traditional degree programs. Similarly, employers have
digitized hiring and talent management processes and increased their use of skills-based hiring. Thus, HEIs must efficiently “convert”
and “denominate” students’ postsecondary learning and credentials into skill-based terms used by employers. The notable growth in
alternative credentials and providers creates a new ecosystem in which HEIs must create new partnerships. They must also be able to
evaluate, convert and aggregate other credential “currencies” into pathways toward high-value postsecondary credentials.
Building upon HEIs’ notable efforts to respond to changes and student needs during the pandemic, HEI leaders must urgently engage
their institutions in proactive, agile and iterative efforts to respond to each of these critical forces. Further, HEIs must radically expand
their ability to collaborate to build shared capacity, expertise and solutions to develop digital infrastructure and to support new
postsecondary learning enterprises.
It is our hope that this brief will help catalyze sustained discussions among boards of trustees and senior leaders to support
foresight and strategic governance toward these ends. Innovative and collaborative responses to these transformative forces will
increase the likelihood of developing digital learning infrastructures that help ensure higher education’s ongoing relevance to
students, employers, the fast-changing digital economy and society.
4
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Introduction
The experiences of the global pandemic opened the eyes of many postsecondary leaders
to new realities and new possibilities. The pandemic revealed the responsiveness of
people and institutions to meet a complex range of student needs. We were reminded
of our reliance upon digital technologies, the impact of economic disruptions, and the
interconnectedness of our learning, work, wellness and personal lives.
As the most dramatic impacts of the pandemic subside, postsecondary leaders
must now assess their awareness of other critical forces impacting institutions and
students—and how they might proactively leverage institutional capacity to innovate
and transform.
This brief aims to answer the following questions:
W

W
W

What trends or external forces are most relevant to the development of the
postsecondary learning infrastructure of the future?
How can such forces inform our vision for the future of postsecondary learning?
What implications do the forces have for developing next-generation postsecondary
learning enterprises and for leaders charged with that pursuit?

The brief is not intended as a comprehensive assessment of trends impacting higher
education. Rather, it seeks to highlight several forces that are relevant to HEIs’ program
delivery models, digital learning infrastructure, and ability to meet the dynamic needs of
students, employers and other stakeholders.
We considered forces that were accelerated by the global pandemic and affecting
multiple industries or sectors, including postsecondary education. We focused on
those driven by technological change and highlighting the need for investment in digital
learning infrastructure. We also considered forces with implications for strategy and
competitiveness that present opportunities to leverage HEIs’ pandemic experiences for
further change and innovation. Accordingly, these forces merit the active consideration
of governing boards and senior postsecondary leaders.
These four interconnected forces are:
W

Digital transformation

W

The evolution of work

W

The education technology boom

W

The changing currencies of learning

Each of the following sections addresses a specific force, providing an overview of
primary manifestations, a discussion of implications for higher education and questions
for consideration by senior institutional leaders––including boards of trustees charged
with ensuring the long-term relevance, success and sustainability of HEIs.
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Digital transformation
Summary description
Digital transformation defined. Simply defined, digital transformation is using “the
latest technologies to enhance existing processes and offer new and improved services
and products to customers.” It seeks to improve how organizations operate and how
they deliver value to employees, partners and customers.1

In the words of
one management
expert, the
pandemic has
created “a more
digitally savvy
consumer that
demands easy
and effortless
interactions.”

While investments in digital transformation have grown consistently over recent years,
the pandemic radically accelerated such investments and processes across most
industries and sectors.2 Experts estimate that about five years of digital business
adoption occurred in about eight weeks during the pandemic. As one executive stated:3
We are witnessing what will surely be remembered as a historic deployment
of remote work and digital access to services across every domain.
Recent research suggests that 84% of employers are set to rapidly digitalize working
processes, including a significant expansion of remote work.4 (See “Evolution of work,”
page 8.) Similarly, nearly half of CEOs surveyed plan increases of 10% or more in their
long-term investment in digital transformation.5
The customer experience. Common frameworks for transformation focus on digitizing
key elements such as operations, products and services.6 Increasingly, these elements
combine to support core drivers of digital transformation in organizations: improving
service levels and digitizing the customer experience.
The pandemic and digitalization combined to accelerate fundamental changes to
customer experiences and expectations. Retailers and service providers have made
massive investments in ecommerce capacity to increase customer safety, choice and
convenience through online transactions, curbside service and rapid delivery. Over
two-thirds of consumers tried new forms of online shopping during the pandemic, and
growth in ecommerce in the first half of 2020 exceeded that of the previous 10 years.7
Experts predict that one-third of all healthcare visits will soon involve telehealth.8
Survey data reveal that individuals will expect more digital improvements, including
self-service tools and more integrated interactions across multiple departments.9 In the
words of one management expert, the pandemic has created “a more digitally savvy
consumer that demands easy and effortless interactions.”10
The smart organization. An important manifestation of digitalization is the “smart,”
data- and analytics-driven organization that utilizes data and insights generated by
operations, customers, interactions and transactions. This is evident in the adoption
of predictive analytics and artificial intelligence (AI) to inform decision making and the
automation of varied processes.11 Such tools can be used to support the quality of
services and the customer experience.

6

November 2021 | Fast forward: Forces defining the future of postsecondary learning

Relevance to higher education
Most HEIs have regularly invested time and resources in implementing digital systems
(both academic and administrative) to support students, faculty and staff. Some
experts, however, suggest that postsecondary education lags behind other industries
in the level and pace of digital transformation.12 A majority of HEI leaders acknowledge
that their HEIs have low to moderate levels of digital maturity and must accelerate
efforts to keep up with a continuously changing digital environment.13
The pandemic quickly forced HEIs to pivot to primarily virtual delivery of instruction,
support services and other functions. This demonstrated the potential agility of HEIs,
but the adequacy and sustainability of such changes are issues to consider. Were
they temporary transitions and stop-gap solutions? As students return to campus
and the pandemic abates, will changes endure, will systems and technology continue
to improve, and will they support ongoing changes to administrative and academic
models?
Our 2021 survey on the digital future of the postsecondary learning enterprise found
that 78% of presidents believed that due to the pandemic, their institutions intend to
increase hybrid learning and support services.14 Such intentions will require additional
planning, investment and digital transformation—and must address student concerns
voiced about the overall quality of their remote learning experiences during the
pandemic.15
HEIs must grapple with the critical shifts evident in consumer preferences and
expectations, particularly given the high cost (and price) of postsecondary education.
Student expectations of higher education, including the digital aspects, must be better
understood, and HEIs should consider a strategy from other industries and sectors:
creating customer experience (CX) officers charged with understanding, monitoring and
improving such experiences.
Resource adequacy—financial and otherwise—is key in the digital transformation that
HEIs must undertake. They must find ways to collaborate with other HEIs at scale to
share resources, staff and expertise rather than each trying to invent the wheel on
its own. This collaboration will include careful consideration of vendors and service
providers and leveraging aggregated purchasing power to HEIs’ advantage.

Student
expectations of
higher education,
including the its
digital aspects,
must be better
understood,
and institutions
should consider
a strategy from
other sectors:
creating a
customer
experience (CX)
officer.

Notably, accelerated digital transformation will further alter most jobs and
professions—and the basic skills requirements of most employment opportunities.
HEIs must continually revisit their digital skills and competencies strategies to
maximize graduates’ employability and ease their transitions to—and value in—
the workplace.
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Key questions to consider
Specific questions that HEI governing boards and senior leaders might consider:
W

W

W

W

Views of how
hybrid work will
affect individuals,
families and
organizations
abound. It
certainly will
make them more
accustomed to
digital interactions
and remote
collaboration and
learning...It will
also alter basic
expectations for
flexibility and the
balance of work
with other life
activities.

8

W

W

How well do we understand the impact of the pandemic and digital transformation
on the expectations of the various stakeholders we seek to serve, but particularly
students?
How did the pandemic influence our use of technology and other tools to better
support students? To what extent were academic and administrative processes
improved, and how do we know?
What frameworks guide our consideration of further digital transformations of our
learning enterprise?
Do we know how and where to best use technology and people to meet students’
needs? Where are digital or in-person touchpoints most effective for the students
we serve?
How “smart” is our HEI in harnessing data and analytics to inform design of
processes, experiences and interactions? How can we draw on data to inform
digital transformation?
How do we ensure that digital transformation creates inclusivity and not exclusivity?

Evolution of work
Summary description
Hybrid work, hybrid life. Prior to the pandemic, research regularly indicated that 80% of
employees wanted to work from home at least some of the time.16 The pandemic quickly
made that a reality for many workers. More than half (56%) of the U.S. workforce is
estimated to hold a job that is at least partially compatible with remote work, and experts
project that up to 30% of the workforce will be working from home multiple days a week
by the end of 2021.17,18 One 2021 survey indicated that only 5% of companies expect a
return to normal in-person work routines when the pandemic is over.19
A year into the pandemic, 68% of American workers indicated that having the ability to
work both remotely and at the work site is the ideal workplace model. Approximately
three-quarters of all workers said that employers should continue to offer or expand
remote work options post pandemic—and 83% of those currently working remotely
agree.20 Further, 81% of employees indicate that they are satisfied with technology
adequacy for long-term work from home, including remote meeting tools, access to
files and networks, and collaboration tools.21
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Views of how hybrid work will affect individuals, families and organizations abound.
It certainly will make them more accustomed to digital interactions and remote
collaboration and learning. It will influence expectations around the quality of digital
tools and support infrastructure. It will also alter basic expectations for flexibility and
the balance of work with other life activities.
Global talent gap crisis. The global challenge of persistent gaps between employers’
demand for skilled workers and the supply will continue to be evident in two ways: the
inability of organizations to hire adequate numbers of highly skilled individuals, and
the need to “upskill” existing employees to keep pace with technological and other
changes.
On the “macro” dimensions of this challenge, one observer starkly noted that the talent
deficit will continue to accelerate automation—but that associated productivity leaps
due to automation will be inadequate to close significant talent gaps. Further:
A major crisis is looming over organizations and economies throughout the
world. By 2030, demand for skilled workers will outstrip supply, resulting
in a global talent shortage of more than 85.2 million people. …Left
unchecked, the financial impact of this talent shortage could reach $8.452
trillion in unrealized annual revenue by 2030, equivalent to the combined
GDP of Germany and Japan. The United States alone could miss out on
$1.748 trillion in revenue due to labor shortages, or roughly 6% of its entire
economy.”22
Employer opinions repeatedly validate these concerns: 69% of employers report
having difficulties in filling vacancies.23 More than half (58%) of head recruiters report
difficulties finding adequate talent to maintain current business activities, and 64% are
unable to acquire talent to drive strategic changes. More than three-quarters (77%) of
CEOs reported that they view the lack of key skills in the organization as “a threat to
growth.”24 Consequently, companies increasingly view talent as “scarcer than capital”
and are rapidly developing their own training programs and seeking alternative partners
to HEIs as primary sources of talent and skills.25
Fastest learner wins.26 New technologies are being adopted, the mix of work by human
and machines is shifting, and some jobs and skills will decline while others emerge.
Given such dynamics, the precise future of work is uncertain, but the one constant will
be the importance of learning.
Research suggests that one-third of the skills in a typical job posting will not be needed
only four years later.27 In recent surveys, one-third of executives reported that their
organizations are unprepared to address anticipated skill gaps, and 60% expect that up
to half of their organization’s workforce will need retraining—or replacing—within five
years.28
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Thus, reskilling and continuous learning are critical imperatives for employers globally.
Companies estimate that 40% of workers will need reskilling of six months or less,
according to the World Economic Forum. Further, 94% of business leaders report that
they expect employees to acquire new skills on the job, a notable increase from 65%
in 2018. To keep pace, 42% of businesses plan to accelerate the digitalization of their
upskilling programs and their provision of technology-based learning.29
Research shows that high-performing organizations promote a mindset of continuous
learning that supports people who adapt and reinvent themselves to meet shifting
needs.30 As one corporate human resource officer stated: “We believe that the ‘fastest
learner wins’ because we see in uncertain and changing markets that experimentation,
rapid-cycle feedback, and the ability to adapt are competitive imperatives—and all
require learning.”31

Relevance to higher education
The implications of the changing world of work for postsecondary education are many
and deserve further research and serious consideration by HEI leaders. Gainful and
meaningful work is the primary benefit that individuals seek through their investment in
postsecondary education.
Individuals who are part of Gen Z (born between 1997 and 2007) are the first
generation born entirely in the internet age. They have expectations of a “hybrid life”
and are strongly influenced by the pandemic. They view hybrid virtual learning as an
enabler of creativity, flexibility and diversity. Three quarters of Gen Z respondents to a
2021 survey indicated that they wish to continue virtual education in some form after
the pandemic.32
HEIs will need to consider varied ways to respond to hybrid preferences and the role of
technology—all while addressing the already complicated equation of student success.
This includes envisioning new “earn and learn” models that support the integration of
work and learning across all student segments.
Employers still rely upon HEIs to educate their current and future workforce. But the
pressures of the rapidly changing world of work are testing that relationship. Employers
recognize that opportunities for learning and development are a primary driver of
employee satisfaction, loyalty and positive brand perception.33 HEIs need to seriously
consider their commitment and capacity to provide such learning across a continuum
and beyond traditional undergraduate study. If HEIs do not address employers’ most
pressing talent needs, employers will accelerate their pursuit of more responsive, costeffective, innovative and technologically advanced partners.

10
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The units (courses, credits, credentials) and pace (14-week semesters) of learning
in many HEIs are misaligned with the need for accelerated, flexible and on-demand
learning. If the “fastest learner wins,” such learners are unlikely to turn to the slowest
and lengthiest alternatives. While HEIs acknowledge the critical importance of “lifelong
learning,” very few position themselves as legitimate partners for alumni’s continuous
learning needs.
It is imperative for HEIs to rapidly align with the world of work.

Key questions to consider
In considering the implications of the complex evolution of work, HEI governing boards
and senior leaders should consider:
W

W

W

W

W

W

How will widespread experience with hybrid work, learning and collaboration impact
expectations of specific learner segments?
How will we create flexible learning alternatives that align with the hybrid and
integrated nature of work and life?
To what extent can our HEI innovatively address the challenges and opportunities
related to persistent talent gaps?
Is our HEI becoming more—or less—relevant to the needs of employers? To the
needs of workers?
Does our HEI have a vision for responding to needs for timely, accelerated and
continuous learning?
How would our HEI need to change to become a relevant provider of continuous
learning, including to alumni?

Education technology boom
Summary description

Gen Z has
expectations
of a “hybrid
life,” strongly
influenced by
the pandemic.
They view hybrid
virtual learning
as an enabler
of creativity,
flexibility and
diversity. Three
quarters indicated
that they wish to
continue virtual
education in
some form after
the pandemic.

COVID as edtech catalyst. The array of education technologies (“edtech”) and
technology-supported services offered across the education continuum (pre-K to
beyond) is growing at a rapid pace. Postsecondary and workforce education are specific
segments in which the number of edtech companies, tools, products and services, and
investment levels continue to increase. Edtech and postsecondary industry analysts
note that the expanding marketplace for technology and related services seeks to
improve the full range of HEI functions, academic and administrative, and the whole of
the learner experience.34
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The steady growth of edtech prior to the pandemic was a transformative force that
increasingly impacted all sectors of the education industry. While K-12 education led
the way in pandemic-related edtech adoption, there was also notable growth in the
postsecondary sector.35 As one observer noted, COVID-19 may end up being the “great
catalyst” of all. “Just as the financial crisis of 2008 gave birth to Fintech companies,”
the observer predicted, “the [pandemic] lockdown experience will be the bedrock of a
greater than ever take-off of edtech companies.”36

The $2 billion-plus
invested in 2020
in the U.S. edtech
industry, a 30%
increase over
2019, was driven
by perceptions
of inadequate
responses
of education
systems at all
levels to the
realities of the
pandemic.

Funding flows. Amid the pandemic, 2020 global edtech venture funding reached a
record $16.1 billion, nearly twice the level of 2018’s previous high. $2.4 billion of
investment occurred in the United States, followed by $2.3 billion in India—both
far surpassed by the $10 billion of venture funding in China.37 The $2 billion-plus
invested in 2020 in the U.S. edtech industry, a 30% increase over 2019, was driven by
perceptions of inadequate responses of education systems at all levels to the realities
of the pandemic, in analysts’ views. 38
Further, in the first half of 2020, U.S. edtech companies raised over $803 million, and
investors noted a 30% rise in investment pitches coming from companies focused on
the education and workforce development sectors. One venture investor surmised,
“COVID has been an accelerant to all of the trends—increase in digitization, skillsbased training—that were already there. …It makes investors who were not previously
interested in the market come in.”39
Career connected. While traditional higher education remains an important investment
for individuals, one prominent investor argued that it is increasingly viewed as
“insufficient for career advancement” and necessitates “alternative pathways that
allow people to choose what paths work for them.”40 U.S. edtech investment has
been buoyed in part by investments focused on improving education’s connection to
the workforce and employers’ consistent need to attract and retain talent.41 Growing
numbers of education entrepreneurs and investors are looking to support employers’
expansion of education benefits as a competitive advantage to attract, engage and
retain the best talent.42

Relevance to higher education
Vision vs. vendor. The edtech boom presents both opportunities and challenges for
HEIs, highlighting that much of technological innovation in postsecondary education
originates externally and is vendor driven. Most HEIs will need to develop greater
capacity to navigate the large and fast-changing edtech landscape. With possibilities
for edtech and technology services to support people and processes across all
institutional functions, HEIs must become more informed, discriminating and driven
by a clearer vision for the future of the postsecondary learning enterprise. Edtech is
a means to key ends: meaningfully enhancing the quality of learning and the learner
experience.43

12
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Assessing HEI digital capabilities. A key starting point is that HEIs must carefully
assess the “digital capabilities” they possess across the “learner lifecycle.”44 Using
digital capability frameworks to map the specific domains in which edtech and
technology-supported services are relevant to postsecondary learning is important and
provides useful HEI self-assessment and planning tools. Most HEIs will quickly discover
that the need for digital capabilities exceeds their existing levels and available skills—
an example of their own critical talent gap.
Research and experimentation. The vast majority of HEIs are not in a position to
build digital systems, edtech and technology tools themselves, but they should not be
passive in searching for the best alternatives available that align with their vision for
the learning enterprise.
Specifically, HEIs need to develop a research and development (R&D) function
to support engagement of faculty, staff, students and other stakeholders in the
experimentation and assessment of tools and solutions. Those who execute such
activities must have adequate resources, flexibility and faculty involvement, and
integrate that with budgeting and both academic and administrative decision-making
processes.
Recognize the changed competitive landscape. The edtech boom is clear evidence
of the increased digitalization of the whole postsecondary enterprise—but it is
more than that. It signals entrepreneur and investor confidence in innovative and
disruptive opportunities in the postsecondary education sector. This boom reveals a
growing number of “substitutes” for what traditional institutions have been providing
at increasingly unaffordable prices. These disruptive options include alternative
programs and credentials, as well as learning offerings provided directly to or through
employers.45

Key questions to consider

The vast majority
of institutions are
not in a position
to build digital
systems, edtech
and technology
tools themselves-but they should
not be passive in
searching for the
best alternatives
that align with
their vision for
the learning
enterprise.

Specific questions that HEI governing boards and senior leaders should consider:
W

W

W

W

Given rapid growth in edtech and the profusion of postsecondary-focused solutions
and services, how is our HEI thinking about the next-generation development of our
learning enterprise?
What vision of the future drives our HEI’s consideration of tools and technology for
improved learning and learner success?
What is our investment in the resources that make up our HEI’s digital learning
infrastructure?
Who in our HEI is charged with, and accountable for, specific activities and
outcomes related to the digital learning infrastructure?
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W

W

Which individuals or groups within our HEI are accountable for, and capable of,
regularly assessing tools and solutions to support transformation and achieve our
learning vision?
How do we see non-institutional providers with alternatives and substitutes for the
credentials and services that our HEI has traditionally provided?

Changing currencies of learning
Summary description
The growth of
non-degree,
workforceconnected
credentials is
clear evidence of
the currency that
most individuals
and employers
increasingly value:
clearly defined
skills.

Demand shift. As individuals and employers seek changing knowledge and skills,
demand for new forms of learning continues to grow. Buoyed by a preference for
flexible, short-term, skills-focused and technology-supported learning alternatives,
non-degree, certificate and microcredential programs are in demand and increasingly
provided by non-HEI providers. The pandemic has accelerated this trend. Research
indicates that since the beginning of the public health crisis, Americans have expressed
a consistent preference for non-degree and skills training options over degree
programs.46
The growth of these alternate forms, or “currencies,” of learning raises critical
questions for HEIs and their focus on two- and four-year degree programs, their
traditional form of currency. Just as currencies and financial systems are dramatically
changing in a digital economy, so are the currencies of learning and the likely roles
of HEIs. Will HEIs cede this demand to non-institutional providers or can they pivot?
As one learning industry innovator observed, “Universities weren’t designed to
change curricula and introduce new classes at the pace required by changing industry
requirements.”47
There are several dimensions to the changing currency of learning, each requiring
new competencies and digital savvy. As with the previous three forces, the shift in
currencies has multiple implications and poses questions for HEIs to consider in
determining how to reposition themselves in an expanding learning marketplace, as
described below.
Emerging credential ecosystem. HEIs, industry associations, global businesses
(including Google, Amazon and IBM), bootcamps and myriad other entities offer a
growing variety of credentials to learners globally.48 The associated price, length,
content, quality and value of these offerings are infinitely varied. Multiple intermediaries
have emerged to market and deliver credentials to individuals and organizations. These
include digital platforms that aggregate offerings from both HEI and non-institutional
providers.

14
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In sum, HEIs are surrounded by a host of new providers creating and distributing new
learning currencies and denominations that are different from the traditional degree.
This raises urgent questions for HEI leaders:
W

W

W
W

W

Does our HEI recognize the increasing relevance of—and demand for—the range of
non-degree credential currencies?
Will we alter or increase the types of credentials our HEI offers in the marketplace?
If so, will such credentials be new, the modularization of existing ones or a
combination?
Will our HEI choose to compete or collaborate with other ecosystem participants?
Will we partner with alternative providers in both credential development and
delivery?
Will we expand our valuation and conversion of other credential currencies to create
stackable credential pathways and to aggregate learning from other providers toward
high-value postsecondary credentials?

HEIs must recognize that the marketplace of learning has been radically transformed.
Now they must determine how to position themselves by offering innovative credentials,
increasing their ability to partner with diverse players. This includes recognizing
alternative, non-degree credential providers and building HEI competencies in evaluating,
converting and aggregating the learning currencies increasingly in circulation.
Skills are the critical currency. The growth of non-degree, workforce-connected
credentials is clear evidence of the currency that most individuals and employers
increasingly value: clearly defined skills. Despite the effort and cost related to
traditional credential attainment, HEIs often do not adequately articulate the
currencies of knowledge, skills and abilities that their credentials provide. Rather,
HEIs still commonly denominate learning in degrees, grades, courses and credits,
leaving employers to determine––and learners and graduates to attempt to represent
for themselves––the skills that postsecondary learning has provided.
Further, the digitalization of talent management functions globally has increased the
importance of skill-based denominations. Most recruitment, assessment and hiring
processes are transacted via technology and include applicant tracking systems, large
online job boards, professional networking sites and, increasingly, artificial intelligencelinked functions that drive the review of the backgrounds and skills of billions of job
applicants. Many employers increasingly reference the importance of skills-based
hiring, focused less on background characteristics, degrees or other traditional factors
that some argue perpetuate employment discrimination and inequity.49,50
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With skills as the valued currency, HEIs must interpret greater elements of the depth
and breadth of postsecondary learning outcomes into the skills, both “hard” and
“soft,” that employers desperately seek. They must utilize the growing array of tools
available to translate students’ postsecondary learning into the “skill-based terms
that (employers) use in job postings and professional profiles, respectively,” better
enabling learners and credential earners to represent the value of their learning to the
employer.51
These factors raise challenging questions for HEI leaders:
W

W

W

Does our HEI have a strategy for adopting tools and technologies to convert and
denominate student learning outcomes into skill-based data that has currency with
employers and hiring officers?
How does our institution navigate internal resistance to skills-based descriptions of
learning—and perceptions of their inadequate characterization of the breadth, depth
and sustained value of postsecondary education?
How do we develop and leverage expertise with skills-based and labor market data
to inform development of new credentials?

The digital credential. Digital learning records have existed for some time, but
the digital credential of tomorrow will be much more than an electronic transcript.
Digital credentials are changing rapidly, driven by many factors and actors outside
postsecondary education, and will be an important part of the emerging learning
ecosystem.
Learning providers of all types (global corporations, professional associations,
postsecondary and K-12 institutions, and many others) increasingly issue digital
credentials, including “badges.” In addition to being digital in format, these credentials
incorporate unique characteristics that can benefit HEIs, learners, employers and
others. Specifically, digital credentials are designed to be:
W

W

W

W
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Data rich: Beyond simple course, credit hour, grade or completion information,
digital credentials are highly “tagged” and searchable records that include
granular “metadata” that detail specific skills, competencies, achievements
and levels of mastery.
Secure: Supported by blockchain and other technologies, credentials will have
important security features to ensure that data is accurate and verified.
Portable: Credentials are designed to give the bearer control over their distribution,
for sharing via professional networking platforms or human resource systems, and
to enable employer utilization of the rich data within.
Interoperable: Credentials are designed to be used across multiple technology
platforms and incorporated into a Learning and Employment Record (LER),
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envisioned as a detailed, lifelong and data-rich record of education- and work-related
skills, experiences and accomplishments.
In sum, the credential of the future will be more multidimensional, data rich and suited
to a networked, digital world in which individuals, institutions and employers seek to
identify and leverage skills to their greatest advantage. HEI leaders should consider:
W

W

W

How does our HEI transform programs and credentials to align with increasingly
digital and skill-based technology systems used by employers to identify talent?
Do we have the expertise, technology and partnerships to support the development
of digital credentials, in line with emerging standards?
How agile and innovative are our HEI’s credential development, approval and launch
processes?

Conclusion
The four forces described above—digital transformation, the evolution of work, the
education technology boom and changing currencies of learning—are pervasive and
defining. Each has been accelerated by the global pandemic in ways that validate their
consequential nature to the future of postsecondary learning.
HEI leaders have made notable efforts in recent months to respond to the considerable
consequences of the pandemic. Now they are challenged to develop capacities for
foresight and strategy development to guide their institutions in proactive, agile and
iterative efforts to respond to these and other forces.

Does our
institution have
a strategy for
adopting tools
and technologies
to convert and
denominate
student learning
outcomes into
skill-based data
that has currency
with employers
and hiring
officers?

Given constraints on the resources needed to be successful, HEIs must radically
expand their ability to collaborate to formally build shared capacity, expertise and
solutions.
Only through effective responses to these transformative forces will HEIs increase the
likelihood of their ongoing relevance to students, employers, the fast-changing digital
economy and society.
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