Outgoing Higher Education Student Support Champion highlights 10 transformative trends shaping UK university experience
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In a recent Policy Note aimed at shaping the future of higher education, Professor Edward Peck, the outgoing Higher Education Student Support Champion, presents a landscape marked by significant transformation. Published by the Higher Education Policy Institute, the document delineates ten emerging trends that are likely to redefine the campus university experience. While it refrains from predictively forecasting, the note provides critical insights into the evolving needs of students in an age characterised by rapid technological and societal shifts.
One key theme articulated by Peck is the reimagining of student support as a central pillar of the academic experience, rather than a peripheral service. The report suggests that activities traditionally seen as co-curricular will become fundamental to the degree value, adapting to the needs of a modern workforce increasingly influenced by generative artificial intelligence. The document posits that academic evaluations will evolve to foster not only knowledge retention but also generic skills vital for employability, such as complex analysis and critical thinking. This perspective resonates with the current shift in curriculum development, where AI is facilitating personalised learning experiences and tailored assessments, thereby promoting higher-order skills among students.
The implications of changing tuition fee structures are also discussed. Peck reflects on how the introduction of tuition fees in the UK in 2012 created a framework where a customer service ethos became paramount. This customer-centric approach, he argues, is essential as institutions strive to meet the expectations of students, their families, and policymakers alike. The report underscores the potential of generative AI to enrich educational interactions, offering new tools that can enhance both personalised learning and support systems, despite ongoing concerns about the costs and challenges of integration. Notably, a recent study revealed that 92% of UK undergraduates were using generative AI, highlighting a rapid uptake that institutions must navigate carefully to preserve academic integrity and critical thinking skills.
Another central issue raised in the report is the evolving role of campus communities in student personal development. As universities adapt to maintain traditional learning methods, they must also illustrate the unique benefits that in-person education provides. This becomes particularly vital as students encounter a landscape replete with AI-driven learning tools, which have garnered substantial interest, particularly in STEM disciplines. However, there remains significant apprehension about the potential over-reliance on AI, especially within the humanities, where the risk of academic misconduct looms large.
Regional variations in student enrolment and choices are also explored, with Peck advocating for a more structured transition from secondary to tertiary education. The potential for closer collaboration between 16-19 education institutions and universities could facilitate tailored induction processes, assisting students in navigating their journey into higher education. Such relationships would not only ease the transition but would also promote a culture of preparedness and inclusivity.
Peck concludes the document by emphasising the necessity for regulatory frameworks that address stakeholder needs, particularly students. Future regulations should focus on enhancing student benefits while mitigating potential harms from emerging technologies. Nick Hillman, the Director of HEPI, endorsed the significance of Peck’s insights, stating, “It is an honour for HEPI to be publishing the thoughts of Professor Peck, given his long-standing leadership in the university sector."
As higher education continues to grapple with the implications of technological advancement, institutional leaders must remain vigilant and proactive in adapting to these rapidly evolving dynamics. By prioritising student support and innovative educational methods, universities can ensure that they not only meet current educational demands but also empower their graduates to thrive in an increasingly complex world.
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