
Ladies and Gentleman, colleagues, 

The EDEN community has made it almost a natural habit to think about 
the future. 
To imagine what will come and to formulate strategies and concepts to 
be prepared, or to build a momentum for necessary change. 
We usually do that by thinking about the most influenAal factors of today 
and projecAng them into the future.

Today I would like to challenge this method.
Instead of asking “What is going to happen in the future?” let’s pretend 
we are already there and way beyond it. 

We are looking back. 

1



The future has already happened. 

The ques(on then is “Who we were?”

<Next Slide>
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We take a point of ,me in the future and we look back into the past to today.

Why is it useful?
First - Because of the power of contextualisa8on. We can easily  make sense of our 
own past, our history by framing the context around our experience. 

This contextualisa8on of the future is difficult. 

And – secondly: When we look back at our own lives and at the development of our 
own ins8tu8ons, we immediately understand that while all our ac8ons have their 
consequences, s8ll: our past is not the result of a big plan or careful strategizing. It is 
rather the result of reac8ons to unexpected events which oIen we had not even 
imagined to be possible. 
(COVID is   just one example of such events)
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We then begin to understand that just like the past, also the future is characterized by 
the unexpected. The emerging and not the foreseeable. 

Any Educa8on which claims to be Future Ready Educa8on will aim to prepare learners 
to deal with the unexpected. 

What educa8on can contribute to gain future readiness is to equip us with a compass 
of clear values to take decisions and a community to reflect, share and learn. 

That is why today I invite you to start to think about the future with the same 
perspec8ve you look at the past.
“Who we were?”

To think about “Who we were?” allows to ask the ques8on
“Was that the future we wanted?”
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I would like to structure my reflections into three parts:

Part 1 is looking at future higher education with a long term and 
removed view. We will see that education in essence always has been a 
struggle for the next best future. 

Part 2 is about capturing what we can perceive already – but for which it 
is still an open question if we will be able and how to shape higher 
education accordingly. 

Part 3 is about the immediate next future which we are already having 
on the fingertips. 
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What can we see in a long term perspec8ve?

Educa8on is a history of ideas.
Constantly changing. 
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What do we know of educa8on futures? 

Renè Descartes 1663 in seinem “Discours de la Methode” 
“Entzauberung der Welt”, wie Theodor Adorno und Max Horkheimer 
Immanuel Kant: 1784  “Was ist Au`lärung?”  - : “Au`lärung ist der Ausgang des 
Menschen aus seiner selbstverschuldeten Unmündigkeit. ... Sapere aude! habe Mut, 
Dich Deines Verstandes zu bedienen!” 
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Higher Educa8on is as well changing its mission and with it its architecture.

If we look into the architecture of the higher educa8on system we can literally see 
how it is changing shape. 

From very exclusive but content rich and broad and divers in liberal arts

To massified and standardised in a 8me in which today academic educa8on becomes 
a standards experience for the majority of people.

To a future which we view already as a postmodern architecture of rip and mix 
individualis8c style.
Diversity coming back but with the challenge of designing it as inclusive higher 
educa8on opportuni8es for all.
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The future of higher educa8on can be imagined in an almost utopian way as inclusive 
and diverse, catering for individualis8c needs for all. 
This will not be possible without digital technology, plagorm concepts, 
microcreden8als, and the en8re set of instruments which we just now develop.
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Our discussion  is oIen centred around the digital and its influence on higher 
educa8on. 

When it comes to the future of higher educa8on it is important to understand 2 
things:

1. The digital is the engine, the catalyst of the process not the final result.

2. We are not “through” with the digital transforma8on but rather in the beginning. 
On the verge of a next society.
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This was impressively analyse by Dirk Baecker who shows that the transition process 
from one leading media to another always was causing huge societal disruptions.

He calls them Media Epochs. 

The transition of one epoche to the next epoche is always involving a major 
disruption. 
It is characterised through a huge, huge overflow of information and communication 
possibilities and societies usually need a long time to get to turns with it and find 
structures, rules and regulations.

Where society took about 60 to 80 years for the last machine industrial age to unfold, 
we are still in early stages of a next society under digital change to take shape. 

Today we can virtually feel that: 
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We live in a world with limitless possibilities – but without a good idea how to bring it 
into a sustainable zone.

Without having yet found structures, rules and ideas how to cope …. 
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In a society 5.0 higher educa8on needs to focus on transforma8ve skills or ver8cal 
literacies to enable learners to deal with the unforeseen.
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We take a point of ,me in the future and we look back into the past to today.

Why is it useful?
Because of the power of contextualisa8on. Wee can easily  make sense of our own 
past, our history by framing the context around our experience. 
To do so with the future is difficult. 
And – secondly: When we look back at our own lives and at the development of our 
own ins8tu8ons, we immediately understand that while all our ac8ons have their 
consequences, s8ll: our past is not the result of a big plan or careful strategizing. It is 
rather the result of reac8ons to unexpected events which oIen we had not even 
imagined to be possible. 
(COVID is   just one example of such events)

We then begin to understand that just like the past, also the future is characterized by 
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the unexpected. The emerging and not the foreseeable. 

Any Educa8on which claims to be Future Ready Educa8on will aim to prepare learners 
to deal with the unexpected. 

The only help we have is a compass of clear values guiding us to take decisions and a 
community to reflect, share and learn. 

That is why today I invite you to start to think about the future with the same 
perspec8ve you look at the past.
“Who we were?”

To think about “Who we were?” allows to ask the ques8on
“Was that the future we wanted?”
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The current future is described through trends – through causal reasoning – foresight 
– what we expect to happen. What will that be? Let*s have a look
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First of all, there is Florence.
She is just 20 and wants to start her studies. 

Since she has recently joined the Global Change Makers, a group of 
European environmental acAvists she knows: She wants to shape the 
future of society. 
And she wants to enter the lion's den: She wants to go to GOOGLE. To 
break the system from inside.
From conversaAons she knows: At GOOGLE, however, they are not 
interested in university degrees, but in what we call future skills. 

<next slide>
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This is about developing a mission rather than making a master. 'Future 
Skills‘ are e.g. Taking responsibility, taking decisions, being innovaAve and 
creaAve, being able to work well in internaAonal teams, and ethical
competencies. That's what it's all about. 

Florence asks herself: Future Skills - where can I study them?

18



Ulf: Lena wants everything in life. 
She has already started her studies and is now finding out more and 
more that there are interesting courses at other universities just for her 
study interests. Many of them are also online. 

She therefore decides: She wants to study in a completely networked 
way and enrolls at many universities at the same time. 

<next slide>
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We call it the mulA-insAtuAonal study model. She wants to become a 
marine biologist. It should be networked, preferably at universiAes
around the BalAc Sea or the Mediterranean. And European.

But is that possible?
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Ulf: Bashir is frustrated.
He has dropped out of his studies. Somehow he doesn't fit into the 
system.

Sure - at first he was very interested in business psychology - the subject
he had chosen. But then he was also interested in literary studies and 
theater pedagogy. A_er all, that's exactly what you can use later as a 
human resources manager. He would love to build his own curriculum. 

<next slide>
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We call it the personalized MyCurriculum concept. 

But where can you do that?
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Ulf: Nils has been an experienced social worker for 15 years and works
with young people.
He now wants to study social management.

But with only as much Ame as he has available, besides family, job and 
sports club. 
And he wonders if there isn't a way that all of his experience can then be 
recognized in his new studies. 

Because he has already seen: The contents of the study modules on 
'deviant behavior in adolescents' and 'social psychology' - he already
knows them inside out from experience and his 15 years of pracAce. 

<next slide>
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Couldn't he just study the way it suits him? 
We call that lifelong academic educaAon.
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What are the ingredients for the Masternarrative of the future of higher education?
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hnps://www.men8.com/xcwzc2gjyb
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Coming to part three
The immediate next
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We did a large research project to find out what can be said about the immediate 
next expecta8ons in the future of higher educa8on
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Cri8cise: To linle conceptualised
Too narrow, focussed on Digital data lietaracy
Too focussed on labour market employability
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Coming back to the quesAon at the outset of our common journey today: 
“Who were were?”
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I believe we know what we have to do.
The implementa8on is the challenge. And it is on us: 
• It is clear that it can not be done through an individual teacher, it is a systems 

change. 
• We know that the fundamental pedagogy which we need to turn our higher 

educa8on ins8tu8ons into revolu8onary leading ins8tu8ons is exis8ng. We have 
developed it in the past;

• The pilots and tools and structures which are needed are there, we have tried 
them in the past

Now 2 issues are necessary: 
1. Strengthening the belief in the compe88veness and viability of a future skills 

university, 
2. spreading the new prac8ces

I firmly belief that in a way, for higher educa8on the future skills turn as I have 
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described it in the study is represen8ng our landing on the moon of European higher 
educa8on. 
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Roger Willemsen, an German thinker asked this question in his famous speech of the 
future a couple of years ago.
He concluded: 
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So – my dear colleagues...
We all are standing at the beginning of this labyrinth.
And we all need to work together to develop good answers for the open ques8ons.
But there is a wealth of experiences we can use to learn from.
Let‘s learn together!
And do the next step.
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