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AI in
higher
education
From literacy
to strategy





Starter, part 1

Pace of change





How much are students using
AI?

43%  66% 
80%  86% 

92%









The Turing
AI scientist
grand
challenge





Potential scenario driven by advanced
AI

A century of
technological progress
within the next 10 years



Starter, part 2

Uncertain
future



Key caveat
Past performance
is no guarantee of

future results



Advice
Be wary of anyone

who tells you what’s
going to happen in

future with AI.



Starter, part 3

Uncertain
universities



“Complete bull****,”
one student enrolled in
the course said. “Why
am I paying the same
amount for [the
course] as all of my
other courses when I
don’t even have a
human teaching me?”



“If the sector succumbs to the allure of
AI as a quick fix, it risks undermining its
fundamental mission: to provide
equitable, high-quality education and
knowledge generation in an era of
significant change.”





The main
course



Sim University









Key takeaway

Universities will fail in
their civic duty if they
do not engage with
possible future
trajectories of AI





“The local
economic
impact of the
Swedish higher
education
system”1

Rodríguez-Pose, A., & Wang, H. 2025. The local economic impact of the Swedish higher
education system. Regional Studies. 

1.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00343404.2025.2462712
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1. Greater
research
intensity
correlates with a
negative effect
on local income



2. Higher
education
institutions do
not significantly
contribute to
local human
capital



3. Limited
collaboration
with local
business and a
lack of
alignment with
industry needs







Scenario 1
Unpredictable
Advanced AI



Scenario 1 Unpredictable Advanced AI
In the late 2020s, new open-source
models emerge, capable of completing
a wide range of tasks with startling
autonomy and agency.



Scenario 1 Unpredictable Advanced AI
These agents can complete complex tasks
that require planning and reasoning, and
can interact with one another flexibly.
Once a task is set, they devise a strategy
with sub-goals, learning new skills or how
to use other software.



Scenario 1 Unpredictable Advanced AI
AI-based cyber-attacks on
infrastructure and public services
became significantly more frequent
and severe.



Scenario 1 Unpredictable Advanced AI
When powerful new AI is released,
skills inequalities widen. Start-ups with
higher skilled workers and a higher
risk appetite quickly surge ahead and
disrupt existing markets.



Scenario 1 Unpredictable Advanced AI
One cause for optimism is a series of
rapid science discoveries enabled by
academics adopting new AI tools.



What does this mean
for universities?

Research
breakthroughs
Resilient
infrastructure
Skills divide



Scenario 2 AI
disrupts the
workforce



Scenario 2 AI disrupts the workforce
Concerns over the exhaustion of high-
quality data led labs to acquire or
synthesise new datasets tailored for
specific tasks, leading to progress in
narrow capabilities.



Scenario 2 AI disrupts the workforce
By 2030, the most extreme impacts are
confined to a subset of sectors, but this
still triggers a public backlash, starting
with those whose work is disrupted, and
spilling over into a fierce public debate
about the future of education and work.



Scenario 2 AI disrupts the workforce
By 2030, there is significant
deployment of AI across the economy,
driven by improvements in capability
and the opportunity this offers to
reduce costs.



Scenario 2 AI disrupts the workforce
This is most highly concentrated in
certain sectors, e.g. IT, accounting,
transportation, and in the biggest
companies who have the resources to
deploy new systems.



Scenario 2 AI disrupts the workforce
This transition favours workers with the
skills to oversee and fine-tune models (a
new class of ‘AI managers’), resulting in
greater inequality. Public concern focusses
on the economic and societal impacts,
mainly rising unemployment and poverty.



What does this
mean for
universities?

Massive
reskilling
Research
moves
Public
debate



Scenario 3 AI
‘wild west’



Scenario 3 AI ‘wild west’
Throughout the 2020s there have been
moderate improvements in AI capability,
particularly generative AI, such as creation
of long-form, high-quality video content. It
is now easy for users to create content that
is almost impossible to distinguish from
human-generated output.



Scenario 3 AI ‘wild west’
There is a diverse AI market in 2030 
big tech labs compete alongside start-
ups and open-source developers.
Some of the most advanced models
are released by authoritarian states.



Scenario 3 AI ‘wild west’
A big increase in misuse of AI causes
societal unrest as many members of
the public fall victim to organised
crime. Businesses also have trade
secrets stolen on a large scale,
causing economic damage.



Scenario 3 AI ‘wild west’
There are job losses from automation in
areas like computer programming, but this
is offset to some extent by the creation of
diverse new digital sectors and platforms
based on AI systems, and the productivity
benefits for those who augment their skills
with AI.



Scenario 3 AI ‘wild west’
However, concerns of an
unemployment crisis are starting to
grow due to the ongoing
improvements in AI capability.



What does this
mean for
universities?

Business
support
Changing
markets
Eroded trust



Scenario 4
Advanced AI
on a knife edge



Scenario 4 Advanced AI on a knife edge
A big lab launches a service badged as
AGI and, despite scepticism, evidence
seems to support the claim. Many
beneficial applications emerge for
businesses and people, which starts to
boost economic growth and prosperity.



Scenario 4 Advanced AI on a knife edge
This system is seemingly able to complete
almost any cognitive task without explicit
training. For example, it possesses an
impressively accurate real-world model
and has even been connected to robotic
systems to carry out physical tasks.



Scenario 4 Advanced AI on a knife edge
The increase in AI capability during the
2020s resulted in widespread adoption by
businesses. Although this has caused
disruption to labour markets, some
employers are using tools to augment
rather than displace workers and are using
gains to implement shorter working weeks.



Scenario 4 Advanced AI on a knife edge
Most people are happy to integrate these
systems into their daily lives in the form
of advanced personal assistants. And
given AI is also playing a role in solving
big health challenges, many feel positive
about its impacts on society.



Scenario 4 Advanced AI on a knife
edge

However, with the recent development
of an ‘AGI’, the public is becoming
more aware of bigger disruptions on
the horizon, including potential
existential risks.



What does this
mean for
universities?

New
opportunities
Prosperous
complacency
Research
shifts



Scenario 5 AI
disappoints



Scenario 5 AI disappoints
AI capabilities have improved
somewhat, but only just moving
beyond advanced generative AI and
incremental roll out of narrow tools to
solve specific problems.



Scenario 5 AI disappoints
Many businesses have also struggled
with barriers to effective AI use.
Investors are disappointed and looking
for the next big development.



Scenario 5 AI disappoints
There is mixed uptake, with some
benefiting, and others falling victim to
malicious use, but most feel indifferent
towards AI.



Scenario 5 AI disappoints
Those few with the right skills enjoy
the benefits of AI but many struggle to
learn how to effectively use the
temperamental AI tools on offer.



Scenario 5 AI disappoints
Some companies marketing AI-based
products avoid disclosing their use of
AI, in case it impacts sales.



What does this
mean for
universities?

Productivity
stagnation
Vindicated
sector
Emerging
technologies



Scenario 1
Unpredictable
Advanced AI
“The open-source
breakthrough that nobody
saw coming, creating a
chaotic world where brilliant
innovations and devastating
attacks race ahead of our
ability to adapt.”

Scenario 2 AI
disrupts the
workforce
“Efficient machines,
unemployed humans: a
society divided between
those who manage AI and
those displaced by it, with
universities becoming
emergency rooms for the
career-wounded.”



Scenario 3 AI ‘wild west’
“A thousand moderately clever AIs run
amok in a lawless digital frontier,
overwhelming authorities and turning
trust into the scarcest resource.”

Scenario 4 Advanced AI
on a knife edge
“The AGI miracle machine delivers
prosperity with a side order of
existential dread, as society enjoys the
benefits while nervously watching the
power meter rise.”

Scenario 5 AI disappoints
“Yesterday’s revolution becomes today’s
mundane technology, as AI’s grand
promises fizzle into temperamental
tools that only specialists can
effectively use.”



Dessert

Questions



Which scenario do you think is most
likely for 2030?
1 Unpredictable Advanced AI
2 AI disrupts the workforce

3 AI ‘wild west’
4 Advanced AI on a knife edge
5 AI disappoints



Which scenario do you personally
hope for?
1 Unpredictable Advanced AI
2 AI disrupts the workforce

3 AI ‘wild west’
4 Advanced AI on a knife edge
5 AI disappoints



Which scenario should your
university prepare for?
1 Unpredictable Advanced AI
2 AI disrupts the workforce

3 AI ‘wild west’
4 Advanced AI on a knife edge
5 AI disappoints





Key takeaway

Universities will fail in
their civic duty if they
do not engage with
possible future
trajectories of AI



Discussion
james.ransom@ncee.org.uk
linkedin.com/in/ransomjames


