Recalibrating Higher Education

Navigating the Convergence of Al, Trust, and Purpose

An executive synthesis of the 2026 EDUCAUSE Horizon Report




The 2026 Inflection Point

The Math Problem

The Relationship Deficit

Infrastructure
& Al Costs

Traditional Enrollment\“:;x
& Public Trust

Institutions face a tightening fiscal vice. Declining
traditional-age populations and volatile federal funding
collide with escalating operational costs. As public
confidence in credential value erodes, budget pressures
threaten the very services that drive student retention.

As students increasingly bypass instructors for
algorithmic guidance, institutions risk losing the informal
mentoring and peer connections that research consistent
links to long-term student success and belonging.
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The System in Tension
///\\
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Technologlcal Rapid Al reconfiguration

of learning relationships; costly WCAG 2.1
Level AA digital accessibility mandates.

Social/Economic: Enrollment "
declines, calls for immediate ROI, |
and diminished tuition revenue. |

The
Institutional
Core

s
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Environmental: Expanding Al energy
footprint and extreme weather forcing
Xy climate-resilient digital instructional models.

Geopolitical: Global supply chain V
fragmentation and nationalist policies

impacting research collaboration.
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Policy: Content restrictions, federal ROI /\\
eamnings tests, and immigration enforcement | / \

disrupting international student pipelines.

Transformation is structural. Institutions cannot address these interconnected pressures through isolated departmental initiatives.
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Reframing the Threat:

The Reality of Student Al Use

Unethical

Ethical Grey Areas

Acceptable

Contract cheating, full
generation without
disclosure.

Drafting assistance, ideation, code
debugging, structural formatting.

Al as a tutor, explaining
complex concepts,
language practice.

Recent research (Lavik et al., 2026; Birt et al., 2026) reveals that university students hold highly principled
stances on Al. They actively seek institutional guidance to navigate the vast ethical grey areas of technology
use. Distrust and unreliable surveillance systems alienate students; clear guidance empowers them.
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The Al Governance Paradigm Shift

The Deficit/Reactive Model The Partnership/Proactive Model
ey | sunvetance st | ThkCoGovermance e, han o
AssFeos;:r;ent Policing Final Output Evaluating Documented Process B
Student Role Threat to be Managed Co-Educator & Stakeholder
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Redesigning Assessment for Verification

Step 1: Drafting

Students generate initial
work and log Al
prompts/interactions used
during the ideation phase.
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Step 2: Iterative Feedback

Platforms like Purdue
University's Charlie provide
instant, rubric-aligned Al
feedback on drafts within a
peer-review system.

Step 3: Contextualization

Students must evaluate,

\ | accept, or reject Al

suggestions, documenting
their reasoning through
reflective annotations or
oral explanations.

Shift the pedagogical focus from proving the Al didn't write it, to verifying
the student can defend, explain, and contextualize the output.
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Students as Architects, Not Just Users

Train

Northwestern University's TRAIL Guides
program trains undergraduates in

Student consultants co-facilitate
workshops and consult directly with,
faculty to redesugn assessments. %‘I@

learning science and generative Al risks.

T
Co-Governance
Engine

The University of Utah’s Student-Led Al
Symposium inverted professional
development by having students share
actual Al use patterns directly with staff.
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Student co-governance builds capacity where faculty are overwhelmed,
reframing Al literacy as a cross-campus dialogue.
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Building Capacity for Pedagogical Change

Grassroots Community Scaffolded Support

CUNY’s Don’t Al Alone (DAIA) Florida State University’s Instructional Design Fellows

A network mapping 120+ faculty projects across 26 cam- Faculty-driven peer-mentoring using research-based
puses. Surfaces invisible innovation and provides social checklists. Funded by tuition-differential revenue to
permission to experiment when official guidance lags. create low-cost, replicable continuous improvement.

Expecting faculty to redesign courses for AI and accessibility (WCAG 2.1) without structural support

accelerates burnout. Adaptation requires embedded, discipline-specific mentorship.
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Re-engineering the Credential Pipeline

1. Research:
Analyze real-time
labor market signals

5. Iterate:

Refine based 2. Validate:

on placement Confirm skill
and _ gaps with

performance industry data

data

The U2B Loop

4. Prototype: 3. Ideate:
Launch Co-design
microcredentials learning outcomes

or pilot programs directly with

employers

The UPCEA University-to-
Business (U2B) framework
positions employers as active
partners in learning design.

Institutions co-create
workforce programs that
respond to labor demands
while strategically protecting
core educational missions.
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Structural Efficiency and Environmental Resilience

Shared Services

The San Francisco Bay Region Network

Consolidating back-office administrative services across
multiple institutions. Achieves budget economies of scale
while preserving academic autonomy and distinct
institutional missions.

Immersive Ecosystems

Bentley University's XR Studio

Centralized VR/XR ecosystems expand access to
experiential learning (marine ecosystems, global
business) without the carbon footprint or cost of physical
travel. Scaled via emerging Al 3D-generation tools.
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The Dual-Twin Framework:
Sustaining Decision Quality

1 Al Intelligence: Cl \ [ & L~ - Human Intelligence: I
Analytical reasoning, N £ Developmental
structured analysis, Ul )\ S\ % — 4 % judgment, ethical
data synthesis, > i NP n\' | F‘__—j : sensemaking,
evidence-informed N\ e gy ———'— —_—a mission alignment,

| inquiry. 1 Z relational empathy. l

L
_
(| System Application: California Community Colleges provide free Al learning assistants to 116 campuses. I
The success of this system relies entirely on designed handoff protocols from Al analysis to human
| support when students face complex, high-stakes needs. f
$ L

Key Insight: Educational quality drops rapidly if either hemisphere is missing.
Al adoption must intentionally coordinate—not replace—leadership cognition.
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Recalibrating Institutional Value

The Comprehensive Value Model

N
Comprehensive Tracking [ﬁfﬁ

ity & Econom,
m““‘ I’hp
act

o University of Georgia's Comprehensive

Learner Record (CLR)
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Makes learning visible across six
competencies (critical thinking, social
awareness, leadership) that transcripts
hide but employers demand.

2\
Community Embedding

William Penn University's Al
Impact Center

Students build real Al tools for local
nonprofits. Proves ROl through
community resilience and economic
mobility, protecting the regional public
mission.

N

Flexible Pathways Bg

Penn State Engineering’s Go Beyond

Industry-sponsored microcredentials that
merge external professional upskilling
with no-cost student access.
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The Commoditization Paradox

The Institutional Value Curve

(V]
=]
S
= ,
g Content Delivery & / ‘
= Information Synthesis: Relational Mentorship &
£ Commoditized by Al Developmental Judgment:
@ @ The Premium Value of Higher Ed
Time / Al Adoption
= g

«( The natural instinct during economic strain is to automate teaching, advising, and grading to reduce costs. This is a strategic trap.

—

Because generative Al commoditizes basic information and content generation, the premium value of

higher education is now strictly relational. Al does not replace the human educator; it forces institutions to

reinvest in the authentic belonging, mentoring, and community that algorithms cannot replicate.
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Preparation Over Prediction

The institutions that thrive in 2026 and beyond will not be
those that build the best surveillance walls or automate the
most processes. They will be the institutions that ground
their technology decisions in a clear mission, invest in their
people alongside their systems, and aggressively protect
the relational core of higher learning.

The path forward requires both pragmatic adaptation and principled resistance.




