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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?

Source: Weiming Xie/AlamyOxford UniversityBologna



What is education actually for…

Source: Weiming Xie/AlamyOxford UniversityBologna



The question is not whether AI will change higher education. It already has.

Source: OpenAI, 30 June 2026 https://openai.com/index/how-chatgpt-adoption-has-expanded/ Source: Stephenson, R., & Armstrong, C. (2026). Student Generative AI Survey 2026. 
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/reports/student-generative-ai-survey-2026/



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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Institute of Education Technology: 50+ years young

iet.open.ac.uk



High-quality higher education should be available to anyone, 
regardless of their background, previous qualifications, age, 
or location.



8

The Open University 

Leading global distance learning, delivering high-quality education to anyone, anywhere, anytime
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And now AI is supposed to transform learning 



People still need encouragement (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 

People still need feedback (Hattie, 2009). 

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

People still need purpose. 

And perhaps most importantly, people still need other people (Siemens, 2005).



At the same time, we should not underestimate how significant the current moment is.

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).
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Table 2 Four services that students expect an AI digital assistant to have for teaching and learning (1-5)

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

“I think 24/7 support would be good because we all work at very different times. And 
what I would be expecting is related to the course material. So, if I had a question on 

“where would I find information on the [X]”, [AI] would give me links to where I 
could find this information, so that I'm not going at the tutor all the time and saying 

where can I find this?” (I09, 17:36)

“The very first basic service that I would like to have is finding sources, the other 
one, and to me this is one of my main usages of AI, I'm not a native and English 

speaker, writing documentation, even for my work, sometimes looking at essays, I'm 
really not 100% confident about my grammar. I would like the AI to tell me what I'm 

doing wrong, and how can I do better” (I03, 16:55).

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

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

“My biggest concern with all the usage of the AI and also how much we are looking 
to the AI as a tool that can really help us not as a tool that is just replacing humans… 
Talking with a computer but believing I am talking with a human, I think it is very 

concerning. (IO3: 10:28)

“I'm someone who worked as a financial controller for many years, and you start to 
automatically look for financial efficiencies. Could you replace people with 

essentially avatars and chat bots? Which is scary! [A] lot of people would need 
retraining and a lot of different things, which does worry me. I think about my 

children and what kind of world they need to train for when they are older. (I08, 
24:44)

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)



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)

If education were merely about transferring 
information, libraries would have replaced 
universities centuries ago.



What kinds of human capabilities become more important when intelligent machines become more capable?

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

Curiosity. Creativity. Empathy. Ethical judgement. Resilience.



The most important decisions facing higher education are not 
technical. They are human.

• How do we use AI 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.



Suggested Q&A Discussion Prompts
• What should remain uniquely human in higher education?
• Should universities build their own AI ecosystems?
• How can we balance innovation, trust and inclusion?
• What skills should graduates develop in an AI world?
• How do we ensure AI reduces rather than increases inequality?
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