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Perspectives on the future of education



Education and its relation to the future

Optimisation:
the future as an unfolding landscape of cost-benefit analysis and choice

Colonisation:
manipulating the future from the standpoint of the present

Protection:
“civilisation is a race between education and catastrophe” (HG Wells)

Facer, Keri (2016) Using the Future in Education: Creating Space for Openness, Hope and Novelty  in H. E. Lees, N. Noddings 
(Eds.), The Palgrave International Handbook  of Alternative Education



Instrumentalism: 
“technologies are seen as neutral means employed for ends determined 
independently by their users.”

Determinism: 
“technology drives social practice and change...humans must adapt to 
technical demands, while technology, like a Newtonian god, watches 
unaffected as the drama unfolds.”

Hamilton, Edward C. and Norm Friesen (2013) Online Education: A Science and Technology Studies Perspective. Canadian Journal 
of Learning and Technology. 39 (2).

Speaking of education and technology



Problematic futures:

erasure of the teacher, technological determinism and surveillance









Co-designing the future



Co-designing a values-based future for digital education



Futures studies is the systematic study of possible, probable and 
preferable futures including the worldviews and myths that underlie 
each future. 

In the last fifty or so years, the study of the future has moved from 
predicting the future to mapping alternative futures to shaping desired 
futures.

Inayatullah, Sohail (2013) Futures Studies: Theories and Methods. Online.



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





1 Scoping:
Taking the community pulse
Reviews and projections

2 Scenario development:
Scoping plausible future worlds

3 Testing aims and actions:
Student panel
Academic expert panel
Children’s panel

4 Finalising aims, insights and recommendations

Defining values
Defining a preferred future
Drafting aims and actions



Scoping: taking the community pulse via events





Scoping: taking the community pulse via interviews

https://media.ed.ac.uk/media/1_yarp4yxl
https://media.ed.ac.uk/media/1_mdxd7eqm
https://media.ed.ac.uk/media/1_tv96gze1
https://media.ed.ac.uk/media/1_r7sfanhy
https://media.ed.ac.uk/media/Lectures/1_m9gblwfx
https://media.ed.ac.uk/media/1_5t4yd3ml
https://media.ed.ac.uk/media/1_a1why2ie
https://media.ed.ac.uk/media/1_173l03xe
https://media.ed.ac.uk/media/1_fwhkgik0
https://media.ed.ac.uk/media/1_9ndd4182
https://media.ed.ac.uk/media/1_7tny0vdx
https://media.ed.ac.uk/media/1_aor20gye




Defining values



Scoping: reviews and projections



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



Preferable

Probable

Plausible

Possible

Defining a preferred future



Data, data, everywhere
Datafication
Marketisation
Tight borders
Increased competition

Value 1: experience over assessment
Analytics replace much assessment activity 
opening up more time for experiential and 
project-based learning.

Value 2: diversity and inclusion
The university has built technologies which 
curate highly diverse peer groups based on 
student profiles.

Value 3: relationships over instruction
Artificial agents help students with routine 
enquiries, creating more time for meaningful 
interaction between academics and 
students.

Value 4: participation, transparency
A focused programme of work on 
explainable AI, data ethics and student data 
literacy has helped create a culture of 
algorithmic accountability.



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



Human-machine interdependence
Automation
Human-machine hybridity
Personal missions
Leisure



Uberfication from cradle to grave
Ageing population
Sharing economy
Consumer power
Unbundling



A preferred future for digital education which is:



1. Community-focused: digital education with the university 
community at its heart

Put the student and staff experience at the centre of all educational technology 
development, decision-making and procurement.



2. Post-digital: education which recognises that technology is fully 
part of daily life

Define and embed a re-worked understanding of ‘contact time’ into 
workload models and course descriptors, which takes account of student 
mobility, distance education and flexible patterns of study.



3. Data fluent: digital education that understands data, data skills and 
the data society

Balance development of data skills with other human capacities for wellbeing 
and employability in a future of automated work, by building cross-university 
courses to develop student creativity, criticality, problem-solving and 
collaboration.



4. Playful and experimental: enabling creative academic and student-
led R&D

Invest to give academics more time to be creative and risk-taking in their use 
of digital education.



5. Assessment-oriented: digital education with a focus on assessment 
and feedback

Launch a cross-university, discipline-sensitive programme of work to increase 
diversity in forms of assessment, including multimodal (video, audio, image, 
making) and experiential forms (projects, blogs, reflections, reports).



6. Boundary-challenging: digital education that is lifelong, open and 
transdisciplinary

Open all course content to all enrolled students and continue to develop and 
support existing work in open education. 
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http://www.nearfutureteaching.ed.ac.uk/


