
Rethinking Universities 

Returning Learning for Life in an Age of AI 
 

Across the world, universities are entering one of the most significant transformations 

since their inception. For generations, they were the gatekeepers of knowledge, the 

institutions that conferred the coveted piece of paper signaling readiness and 

employability. But society is changing fast. Learners are changing. Technology is 

changing. And the fundamental question now echoes louder than ever: 

Do people still need a degree to prove they are competent… or is competence 

now something we can see, build, and demonstrate in far more dynamic ways? 
 

Beyond the Paper - Redefining Competence 

A degree certifies completion, not capability. In contrast, competence grows from real 

experience, problem-solving, experimentation, and contribution to community. Many 

industries now hire for adaptability, creativity, initiative, and collaboration. These are 

qualities that no certificate can guarantee but life experience develops abundantly. 

The shift is already happening: 

• Tech companies are hiring self-taught coders with portfolio proof. 

• Creative industries want evidence of craft, not course numbers. 

• Entrepreneurs value grit and innovation over transcripts. 

• Trades and vocational pathways are experiencing exponential revival. 

The degree is no longer the sole passport to meaningful work. It is one pathway which 

is useful for some, insufficient for many. 
 

A Turning Point - AI as a Disruptor of Academia 

Technological Intelligence has thrust universities into a new reality. AI gives learners 

access to: instant explanations, personalized tutoring, creative idea generation, real-

time feedback and adaptive problem-solving partners. AI is not replacing students it is 

rewriting the relationship between learners and knowledge. Instead of memorizing 

information, students can now co-create with technology. This brings both promise and 

tension. 
 

Can students use AI without losing academic integrity? 

Yes, if universities evolve the way integrity is defined. 

Academic integrity should not focus on “Did you write every word yourself?” but rather: 

• Can you think clearly? 

• Can you evaluate AI outputs with discernment? 

• Can you use technology responsibly, ethically, and creatively? 

• Can you demonstrate understanding through conversation, application, and real 

work? 

 

The future of learning integrity lies in transparency, critical thinking, ethical use, and 

personal voice, not in avoiding tools that are now woven into human society. 



Universities must teach learners to use AI as a collaborator, not a shortcut. It is 

imperative students’ question, refine, and challenge AI-generated ideas and integrate AI 

insights with human intuition and lived experience. This will allow them to maintain 

ownership of their learning journey. 
 

AI is a disruptor precisely because it exposes what was already fragile: education that 

valued product over process, standardization over humanity, and memorization over 

meaning. 
 

What Practical Universities Could Look Like  

The universities that thrive will shift from being content-delivery institutions to hands-on, 

relationship-rich, community-connected ecosystems. A practical university today would: 

• integrate apprenticeships, studio learning, fieldwork, and community service into 

core curriculum 

• work alongside local businesses, trades, healers, creatives, and entrepreneurs 

as co-educators 

• allow AI to enhance projects by designing prototypes, modelling ideas, analyzing 

patterns while students make the final human judgments using their intuition and 

discernment 

• self-development courses, so students can make the final human judgements 

using their intuition 

• use assessment practices that include demonstrations, conversations, portfolios, 

and community impact 

• honour life experience, cultural knowledge, and practitioner wisdom as legitimate 

pathways to credit 

The world no longer rewards people for what they know. It rewards them for what they 

can do with what they know. 
 

The Rebirth of Apprenticeships 

The swing back to apprenticeships is not a rejection of higher learning; it’s a reminder of 

what learning truly requires: context, mentorship, practice, and community. A modern 

education landscape will blend apprenticeships for embodied, practical mastery. 

University learning can be for theory, research, and big-picture thinking with AI support 

to accelerate creativity, problem-solving, and exploration. This braided model honours 

both human experience and technological evolution. 
 

The Missing Pieces: Intuition and Self-Mastery 

In a world where AI can generate information instantly, the human becomes the 

differentiator. 

Intuition, emotional intelligence, values, presence, creativity, and self-mastery are not 

optional add-ons, they are what make a learner employable, trustworthy, and visionary. 

Universities that embrace these inner capacities will: 

• teach discernment: what information feels aligned, truthful, or ethical 

• encourage self-awareness and inner inquiry 



• foster personal responsibility, leadership, and sovereignty 

• support creative risk-taking and reflective practice 

AI can produce content. But it cannot replace lived wisdom, integrity, courage, or the 

ability to sense what a situation truly needs. 
 

Bridging Academia and Community: A Partnership Model 

The most transformative universities will no longer stand apart from society but be 

interwoven with it. They will embed students in real community challenges as they co-

design curriculum with industry partners. This could also acknowledge experts without 

formal degrees as “community professors” and create hubs where students, elders, 

creatives, researchers, and entrepreneurs collaborate on shared projects. What a way 

to value contribution and innovation as much as academic theory.  

 

Learning becomes circular. 

Knowledge becomes shared. 

Communities become classrooms. 

 

A Future Grounded in Wisdom, Technology, and Application 

We are entering a new era… one in which universities can reclaim their purpose not as 

certifiers of completion, but as cultivators of human potential. 

The most valuable graduates will be those who can think critically alongside AI and 

create what has never existed before. To collaborate with diverse humans and 

technologies in order to navigate complexity with intuition and clarity in order to make 

ethical choices that honour community and planet. 

 

The question is no longer “Do we need degrees?” 

It is “What learning frameworks create the most capable, conscious contributors to 

society?” 

The answer is emerging everywhere: 

Learning that is applied, relational, intuitive, creative, technologically fluent, and 

deeply human. 
 

 

To listen to an interesting series on academia and 

teenage motivation go to 

https://bbsradio/alllearningreminaged to listen.  

Guest speaker Sibel Altikulaç is a developmental 

psychologist who recently completed her PHD to explore 

the inner landscape of teenage motivation. 

 

You can find Sibel’s thesis here, under the caption of 

'access to documents', final document. 

https://research.vu.nl/en/publications/the-multifaceted-nature-of-adolescent-motivation-societal-social-/ 

https://bbsradio/alllearningreminaged
https://research.vu.nl/en/publications/the-multifaceted-nature-of-adolescent-motivation-societal-social-/

