
Forecasting the Futures of Higher Education Highlights from a foresight project for Kaua‘i Community College

In the Fall of 2014 and Winter of 2015 VFS worked 
with Kaua‘i Community College on developing 
some foresight prior to their strategic planning 
efforts for the College.  The following three 
scenarios were developed by the faculty, staff, and 
community stakeholders in a scenario workshop in 
the Fall.  They were later used with almost one 
hundred members of the College community to 
explore implications and develop potential goals 
and strategies moving forward.

As our work with organizations from across the 
landscape of education shows, there is in general a 
high-level of awareness that the institutions of 
education are under serious and sustained 
pressures for change.  At the same time, there is 
much wider disagreement over – and differing 
levels of familiarity with – the specific possibilities 
for change currently confronting these institutions.  

While many institutional leaders exhibit 
confidence in their expectations for the future of 
formal education, a great number of faculty and 
staff continue to express surprise and concern 
over the extent of the turbulence that seems to lie 
ahead.

Despite confident assertions to the contrary, the 
futures of education and learning have by no 
means been “solved” and the issue continues to 
demand rigorous foresight and inspiring vision.

Back to Basics

Broad economic challenges drive too many community members out 
of the mainstream economy. Community colleges change to support 
community survival through innovative approaches to basic 
economic subsistence. 

Technology drives change in the nature of learning, but more 
importantly technology drives change in economic life. Community 
colleges are displaced by new hubs for learning and collaborating 
with new skills and tools. 

Millennials take over leadership of educational institutions and begin 
to address the roots of their own unsatisfying educational 
experiences. They break down boundaries, free education from 
campus, and refocus learning on supporting locally relevant 
outcomes. 

Underlying Dynamic of Change: 
Broad societal and economic pressures drive change in community colleges.

Trends: 

· Increased cost of education 

· Decreased state funding for education 

· Decreased standard of living 

Emerging Issues: 

· Continued changes in accreditation requirements 

· Student debt will be next national fiscal crisis 

· Rising efforts to seek funding outside of state funding 

· Engaging 21st century learners 

· Impact of climate change, changing education 

· Explore more sustainable energy options for campus 

· Globalized education 

· New forms of alternative energy 

Digital Displacement Generational Reform

Underlying Dynamic of Change: 
Long-term technological revolutions reshape society and its institutions. 

Trends: 

· US decrease in science and math 

· Increase in distance learning 

· Retraining for new careers 

Emerging Issues: 

· Privacy 

· Push for more public access along with privacy issue 

· Distance learning 

· Increase students with disabilities 

· 21st century learner 

· Adaptive learning 

· Open source learning 

· Sustainable options for campus 

Underlying Dynamic of Change: 
Social and institutional change is driven by the succession of generations 
and their differences. 

Trends: 

· Increased open access to information 

· Retraining for new careers 

· Climate change “Observable effects of climate change” 

Emerging Issues: 

· Increased security concerns 

· Indigenizing education 

· Learning in place 

· Changing faculty 

· Engaging 21st century learners 

· Recent college graduates not finding jobs in their field of study 

· Impact of climate change 

Creation of the Community College

World War II

Government Involvement and Institutionalization Open Access Next Era ???

1890s 1900s 1910s 1920s 1930s 1940s 1950s 1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s 2010s

State Hood
(1959)

Computers, Internet Rising 
Competition

Abrupt, Systemic Change Incremental Shift
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Women in the workforce

For-profit 2-yr colleges

Accreditation

Grades 13 & 14 
added to Joliet HS

US established 
concept of CC

Post-WWII 
creation of CCs 

primarily for vets

“Continuing Ed”

Creation of 
Associates 

Degrees

HI legislature 
makes CCs part 

of UH

Technical schools 
become CCs

“Distance 
learning”

“Early College” 
idea

>50% of 
students now 

start at CCs

“Sustainability” as 
curriculum topic

Addition of 
mental health 

services

· Hawaiian nationhood 

· Deglobalized commerce

· Sustainable local economics 

Vision Foresight Strategy LLC (VFS) is a Honolulu-based firm 
that provides foresight and strategic analysis services to senior 
organizational leaders operating in contexts of high complexity 
and high uncertainty.

www.visionforesightstrategy.com

Reframing the future
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