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If universities were invented today—not 900 years ago, not
even 50 years ago—but today, in a world of artificial
intelligence, would they look anything like the institutions
we currently have?
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What is education actually for...

Bologna Oxford University Source: Weiming Xie/Alamy
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The question is not whether Al will change higher education. It already has.

ChatGPT adoption has grown fastest in Africa and Asia ® Figure 4: ‘When thinking about using generative Al to prepare assessed
. ) work, which of the following have you ever done?’
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Each series plots the change in the number of weekly active ChatGPT users in each region relative to the
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baseline rate for that region in July 2023. Users are considered active if they have sent a message in the

seven days before the start of each month. Countries in which ChatGPT does not operate are excluded, as
are users under 18 years of age.
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Source: OpenAl, 30 June 2026 https://openai.com/index/how-chatgpt-adoption-has-expanded/ Source: Stephenson, R., & Armstrong, C. (2026). Student Generative Al Survey 2026.
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/reports/student-generative-ai-survey-2026/
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The real question is: who gets to shape that future of higher education?

Will it be technology companies, governments, universities, educators, or learners themselves?
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High-quality higher education should be available to anyone,
regardless of their background, previous qualifications, age,
or location.
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The Open University

Leading global distance learning, delivering high-quality education to anyone, anywhere, anytime
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in Europe
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People still need encouragement (Ryan & Deci, 2000).
People still need feedback (Hattie, 2009).

People still need belonging (Glass & Westmont, 2014).

People still need purpose.

DOOR RUNNERS VOOR RUNNERS
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At the same time, we should not underestimate how significant the current moment is.
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For the first time in history, students have access to systems that can explain concepts, answer questions, generate examples, provide feedback,

assist with writing, and offer support twenty-four hours a day (Bozkurt & Sharma, 2023; Giannakos et al.,, 2025; Rienties et al., 2024; Yan et al.,

2024).

ChatGPT Plus

in your educational journey. m

QE: What are Open Educational Resources (OER)?

-
\"( AIDA Is an Al Digital Assistant designed to assistyou  Enable AIDA

Learning materials that are
freely available in the public
A domain and specifically
licensed for reuse without
cost.

Textbooks that are sold ata
discounted price.

Educational materials that
C require a subscription to
access.

Learning materials that are
D only available to enrolled
students.

Q2: Who has supported many OER initiatives?

Flight Delay Compensation Option

VAl Digita Assistant [ Word Document Request

Andy Burnham Housing Plans
Hi John m AIDA, your virtuallearming assistant.

m m m [ﬁ“mm [_]sm,, Positive Email Revision

Visa requirements for Dutch

Charles’ Visit Review

Welcome to AIDA on Opentearn

Al Digital
Assistant

Literature Review Impact Mechanis

Image Creation Request
Al Infrastructure and Access
WP16-18 Draft Description

TOR for Advocacy Partner
Figure 3. Introductory video of i-AIDA featuring an avatar explaining thi
functionalities.
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AiDA is an Al Digital Assistant designed to assistyou  Enable AiDA

in your educational journey. m

Hi, this is ‘Let’s Chat'l I'm here to help you learn about “Take Your
Teaching Online”. Here are some suggested topics you can ask me
questions obout:

1. Managing Your Study: Learn about the importance of being an
independent learner and how to manage your study time effectively.

2. Balancing Commitments: Explore strategies for juggling work,
family, and study commitments as an online learmner.

3. Creating a Study Space: Discuss how to set up a conducive
physical and mental space for studying online.

4. Characteristics of Independent Learners: Understand the traits that
make someone a successful independent learner.

5. Common Constraints: Identify typical barriers that online leamers
face and how to overcome them.

If any of these topics resonate with you or if you have other questions,

feel free to ask! What are you most curious about?

Introduction

1.1 Being an online learner
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Table 2 Four services that students expect an Al digital assistant to have for teaching and learning (1-5)

%
Mean SD agree
Real-time Assistance and Query Resolution: Having 24/7 support from Al digital assistant for academic 4.25 1.04 87
queries and guidance
Personalisation and Accessibility: AIDA to be personalised to individual needs and learning approaches, 4.13 1.48 75
including those with disabilities or specific learning requirements.
Support for Academic Tasks: Al assisting with academic activities like summarising key points from study 3.88 1.12 62
materials, providing feedback on assignments, helping with grammar and writing, and offering study
resources.
Emotional and Social Support. AIDA provides emotional support or motivation if needed, especially in the 325 1.28 50
context of distance learning or for students with social anxieties.
n=38, a=0.686.
“I think 24/7 support would be good because we all work at very different times. And | “The very first basic service that I would like to have is finding sources, the other
what I would be expecting is related to the course material. So, if [ had a question on one, and to me this is one of my main usages of Al, I'm not a native and English
“where would I find information on the [X]”, [AI] would give me links to where I speaker, writing documentation, even for my work, sometimes looking at essays, I'm
could find this information, so that I'm not going at the tutor all the time and saying really not 100% confident about my grammar. I would like the Al to tell me what I'm
where can I find this?” (109, 17:36) \ doing wrong, and how can I do better” (103, 16:55). /

a N\
It could allow me to see what I understand or not in the course, so I can
revise/investigate the subject more in depth. It could be a good way to revise—
but to do that, the questions need to be written clearly. (S2_80, Female, PG,
Health and Social Care)

The Open »
University

’ Rienties, B., Domingue, J., Duttaroy, S., Herodotou, C., Tessarolo, F., Whitelock, D. (2024) What distance learning students want from an Al Digital Assistant. Distance Education, Impact factor: 5.007.




Table 3 Concerns about use of Al in education (1-5)

0

Mean sD agree
Academic Integrity: potential misuse of Al for completing assignments, potential plagiarism, and academic 438 0.74 &7
integrity
Operational challenges: how Al might inadvertently affect learning outcomes and student interaction, and the 425 0.71 &7
importance of ensuring that Al tools are accurate and reliable
Ethical and social implications: the potential impact of Al on learning processes and the necessity of 413 0.84 T5
balancing technological advancement with human-centric educational practices, keeping the human
(student/tutor/academic staff) in the process, being able to talk to a human
Data privacy and use: how student data and inputs to the Al are used, stored, and potentially shared, 413 0.84 75
emphasizing the need for transparency and consent
Future of education: how Al integration might change the nature of education and assessments, necessitating a 4.00 0.76 T5

shift in teaching methods and leaming expectations
n=2§ a=0687.

[ “I'm someone who worked as a financial controller for many years, and you start to\

“My biggest concern with all the usage of the Al and also how much we are looking automatically look for financial efficiencies. Could you replace people with
to the Al as a tool that can really help us not as a tool that is just replacing humans. .. essentially avatars and chat bots? Which is scary! [A] lot of people would need
Talking with a computer but believing I am talking with a human, I think it is very retraining and a lot of different things, which does worry me. I think about my
concerning. (I03: 10:28) children and what kind of world they need to train for when they are older. (108,
_ 24:44) Y,
a I

[

I thought university was about studying, researching, discovering things that
matter to me and my way of learning. Not about asking a bot for answers or
even a path to them. (S3_066, Male, level 1, Computing)

The Open »
University

Rienties, B., Domingue, J., Duttaroy, S., Herodotou, C., Tessarolo, F., Whitelock, D. (2024) What distance learning students want from an Al Digital Assistant. Distance Education, Impact factor:
5.007.
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Learners at the OUUK mostly worry about trust. Can they trust what the system tells
them? Can they trust how their data is used? Can they trust the institutions deploying
these technologies? (Rienties et al,, 2026; Rienties et al., 2024; Rienties et al., 2025)
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So, what would you like to chat about first?
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What kinds of human capabilities become more important when intelligent machines become more capable?

In many ways, the rise of Al may make our uniquely human qualities more important rather than less
important.

Curiosity. Creativity. Empathy. Ethical judgement. Resilience.
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The most important decisions facing higher education are not
technical. They are human.

 How do we use Al to expand opportunity rather than deepen
inequality?

 How do we ensure that innovation strengthens rather than
weakens trust?

* How do we create systems that enhance human flourishing
rather than merely optimise performance?

* And perhaps most importantly, how do we ensure that
learners remain at the centre of the future we are building?

Because ultimately, the future of higher education will not be determined by the intelligence of our
machines.

It will be determined by the wisdom with which we choose to use them.
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Suggested Q&A Discussion Prompts

e What should remain uniquely human in higher education?

e Should universities build their own Al ecosystems?

e How can we balance innovation, trust and inclusion?

e What skills should graduates develop in an Al world?

e How do we ensure Al reduces rather than increases inequality?
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