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America’s community colleges stand at a critical historical inflection point as the rapid transition 
toward a skills-based economy necessitates a fundamental realignment of learning and work. 
While these institutions are uniquely positioned to serve as engines of economic opportunity, they 
are often hindered by antiquated structural models originally designed for traditional universities, 
including outdated funding mechanisms and time-based metrics like the Carnegie Hour. 
Navigating this complex landscape requires entrepreneurial leadership committed to fostering an 
organizational culture of innovation and long-term transformation. 

To address this fast changing reality, the Education Design Lab 
engaged dozens of leaders who helped to co-develop 
the Future of Learning framework organized around 
five key design questions that all start with “How 
might we….” (1) make skills and competencies 
visible, (2) create stackable pathways that 
credential skills along the way, (3) offer 
universally flexible multi-modal options, 
(4) guarantee applied learning opportunities 
for all learners, and (5) provide adequate support 
services to all students. 

To realize the vision articulated in the framework, the Lab launched 
the Reimagining Community Colleges Design Challenge that identified 
five leading community colleges, with change leaders at the helm, to join an 
initial cohort that combines the rigor of human-centered design with the institutional 
necessity and cultural familiarity of strategic planning. The first outcome of this work are ratified 
Strategic Transformation Plans that put the institution on a path towards greater alignment to 
industry. 

The insights outlined in this paper reflect the findings from 15 community college presidents who 
participated in an anonymous study.  To put this future-forward framework in context, 
participating presidents were asked to articulate what they understand the opportunities and 
challenges to be in this unique moment:
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Presidential Insights on the Opportunity for Community Colleges to Lead

Leaders generally agreed that community colleges have an unprecedented opportunity to lead the 
way for the entire higher education sector as much of the mainstream discourse today is calling for 
higher education reforms that align with much of the history and purpose of community colleges. 
Insights surfaced in four general areas:  

1. A Compelling Alternative: Institutions serve as a critical, affordable, and accessible 
alternative to traditional four-year degrees. Their agility in responding to local labor market 
shifts represents a significant competitive advantage over slower-moving universities.

2. Workforce Focus and Economic Mobility: The historical emphasis on workforce training is 
a foundational strength, facilitating deep partnerships with local employers. This focus is 
evolving into a commitment to ensuring every program serves as a vehicle for upward 
economic and social mobility. As one president observed, “If we're not providing 
opportunities for upward economic and social mobility, then what are we doing?”

3. Bipartisan Support: By solving local workforce shortages, community colleges maintain 
strong, bipartisan political support for their core mission.

4. Leadership Requirement: Fully realizing this potential necessitates a new generation of 
entrepreneurial leaders committed to the long-term transformation required to navigate 
complex institutional pressures.

Presidential Insights on Urgent Barriers to Transformation

While these institutions are uniquely positioned to serve as engines of economic opportunity, they 
face significant structural barriers because they were originally modeled after traditional 
universities — governed by antiquated funding, accreditation, and time-based learning measures 
like the Carnegie Hour that often impede innovation. Insights surfaced in three general areas:   

5. Antiquated Funding Model: Current funding structures are often misaligned with the 
open-access mission, leaving colleges with insufficient resources for holistic support 
services and non-credit workforce initiatives. This structural hurdle impedes the shift from 
merely providing access to ensuring learner success. One participant noted that as public 
funding decreases, “Our base funding just continues to erode.” 

6. Internal Cultural Inertia: Institutional mindsets often mirror the antiquated university 
model. Resistance to fully integrating the workforce mission can limit the adoption of 
learner-centered, skills-based organizational changes.

7. External Competition: Agile competitors, including global technology platforms and large 
corporations like Coursera, pose a threat by offering fast, affordable, on-demand 
opportunities. This pressure forces colleges to maintain relevance in a dynamic 
marketplace. One leader forecasted that if major companies begin credentialing and 
untethering their hiring from degrees, “it's over” for traditional higher education.
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Findings from the study pertaining to the value and utility of the Lab’s Future of Learning 
framework are organized by each of the five design questions with specific presidential insights. 
One president noted about the framework, "It's evolutionary, not revolutionary." Another shared 
the framework’s critical role in facilitating timely transformation, stating: "This is the framework 
that will drive the future because it answers and asks all the right questions and causes us to 
interrogate: Are we structured the right way? Do we have the right systems? Do we have the right 
strategies in place?" 

1. Making Skills and Competencies Visible

The findings confirm that making skills visible is a mandate across all postsecondary programs, 
extending beyond just workforce training. This urgency is heightened by the acceleration of 
artificial intelligence, which necessitates shifting course delivery from content memorization 
toward developing skills mastery. The core challenge is translating traditional learning outcomes 
into language that resonates with both learners and employers. The institutional record must also 
evolve from the traditional college transcript to include modern digital credentials that validate 
and showcase competencies like durable skills.

Presidential Insights:

8. Translating Learning outcomes into Skills Language: "All colleges do learning outcomes 
for each class, but when you read them you're like, ‘what does that even say?’ What does 
that even really mean? Really? So refining those to be more on the skills and competency 
side I think is crucial."

9. Adapting to AI: "Making skills and competencies more visible, I think, is really a powerful 
question; think about the hundreds of years of higher education delivering content to 
develop skills to succeed in society, and now as AI accelerates, content is widely accessible, 
so we need to think about our courses and our course delivery, of flipping that to make 
instead of content primary to develop skills."

10. Credentials of Value in the Labor Market: "The value of a micro-credential is only as good 
as one's ability to be able to utilize it in the market. If we are building the value of a 
micro-credential based on an institution's ability to repackage what is already an 
experience that they have, that's not real innovation. But if that credential does not lead to 
or fails to lead to social and economic mobility, employment, or creates new opportunities 
in the workplace for an individual, then what's the point?"

The Framework: An Evolutionary Vision that Aligns the 
Future of Education with a Skills-Based Economy 
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2. Stackable Pathways that Credential Skills Along the Way

While the concept of stackable pathways is not new, institutional leaders recognize it has not been 
fully realized due to structural barriers. True transformation requires blurring the lines between 
credit and non-credit programs, as well as strengthening alignment between K-12 and university 
transfer systems. This vision necessitates "unbundling" learning from time-based, degree-only 
constructs (like the Carnegie Hour) and repackaging it into portable, bite-sized credentials. 

Presidential Insights:

11. Blurring Credit and Non-credit: "One of the things I want to change is the mindset of 
having both a credit side of the house and a non-credit side of the house. They need to be 
blurred and they both need to be supported."

12. Unbundling: “We have to think about creating an educational model that more resembles 
Netflix, and on-demand, smaller pieces that I can customize to my genre of interest. And so 
it's like thinking of education as Lego pieces. So how can I reduce each component of the 
learning to its smallest piece? And then those pieces, like Legos, can snap together. And so 
we have to disaggregate our current learning models down to the smaller units of 
learning.”

13. The Steady Value of the Degree: “Because no matter how you and I look at this, and no 
matter how progressive we get, the coin of the realm will continue to be bachelor's 
degrees, master's degrees, doctoral degrees, JDs, MDs, those are the true lifters right to the 
next level of socio-economic equity.”

3. Universally Flexible with Multi-Modal Options

Leaders agree that traditional modalities are insufficient for today's learners, who are increasingly 
behaving like consumers in an on-demand marketplace. This shift, accelerated by the COVID-19 
pandemic, demands a "tribrid" approach that blends in-person, online, and virtual-reality learning. 
However, a major constraint is ensuring faculty and staff are adequately supported and trained to 
deliver multi-modal education effectively.

Presidential Insights:

14. The System is Capable: “We do know today that we don't expect traditional modalities to 
be sufficient. Now that fear of being in a virtual educational experience has been shattered 
because of the fact that it had to happen during the pandemic.”

15. Faculty Need Help: “Ensuring learning is universally flexible makes sense. I think part of 
the challenge is we may not have faculty who know how to ensure learning occurs in a 
flexible and multi-modal way.”
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4. Guaranteed Applied Learning Opportunities for all Learners in all Programs

This design question was universally validated as essential, ensuring graduates possess practical 
workforce relevance. The vision mandates that every student in every program should graduate with 
an industry-recognized credential and a form of applied learning experience (e.g., apprenticeship or 
service learning or internship). The primary barrier to fulfilling this mandate at scale remains resource 
limitations and the need for improved postgraduate outcome data to guide program design.

Presidential Insights:

16. Three Outcomes that Matter: “There are three things we want one of our graduates to leave 
us with. The first one is a degree. The second one is some interface with business and industry, 
whether it's an apprenticeship or internship, service learning, they're off campus, working with 
business and industry to have an exposure to it. And then the third thing we want is at least 
one industry-recognized credential.”

17. Better Data will Fuel this Movement: “The best action step in my mind is certainly adding 
postgraduate outcome data and getting better with your labor market analysis ... everything is 
done with career in mind.”

5. Provide Adequate Support Services to all Students

The open-access mission of community colleges requires comprehensive support services to address 
the non-academic barriers ("life happens moments") students face, such as the digital divide and food 
insecurity. Leaders recognize the necessity of shifting to 24/7, interactive support models. Critically, 
the current, outdated funding model does not account for the advising and holistic support services 
required to maintain an open-access mission and ensure that access leads to success.

Presidential Insights:

18. Shifting to 24/7 support: “I think we're going to have to shift to a more 24/7 interactive chat, 
not just eight to five on Monday through Thursday. It's just that's not how the world operates 
anymore,” forecasted one participant. They went on to project, “I think that means colleges five 
years from now, in order to remain relevant and to ensure that we don't lose enrollments, are 
going to have to break those traditional boundaries that we put on ourselves.”

19. Addressing Non-Academic Barriers: “It's not the classroom, it's not the academic rigor that 
prevents our students from being able to succeed. It is the ‘life happens moments.’” They went 
on to suggest that “...we have to recognize that while we may not get adequate public funding 
to be able to address those out-of-classroom things, we still have an obligation to mitigate 
those out-of-classroom barriers for our students.”

20. Despite Need, Funding Continues to Erode: “Our base funding just continues to erode. And 
any new money is in new stuff; it's the latest press release for the funders ... what can be 
sacrificed is the adequate support services.”
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The findings reinforce that community colleges require not only a new vision for the future but also 
a distinct methodology and a defined process for achieving it. Participants identified 
Human-Centered Design (HCD) as the necessary methodology, and Strategic Planning as the 
essential vehicle for institutionalizing that change. That is the recipe of the Lab’s Reimagining 
Community College Design Challenge.

HCD — defined as an iterative process characterized by using empathy and radical collaboration to 
solve complex problems — is Education Design Lab's unique differentiator and the foundation for 
realizing the Future of Learning framework. This methodology is seen by leaders as a way to 
navigate the ambiguity of the current moment and to infuse "purposeful play and hopefulness 
around wicked problems".

Centering the Learner and Improving Outcomes. HCD ensures that all solutions are co-designed 
with the people closest to the problem — the New Majority Learners. As one president noted, "It 
makes sense to us because you should have all partners at the table that are closest to it [the 
problem] so you can base what you're doing on the outcomes needed." This includes directly 
listening to learners and analyzing institutional data patterns, as "those actions of the learner and 
the institution speak louder than words."

Driving Institutional Culture and Staff Performance. HCD's power extends beyond program 
design to reshaping organizational culture and mindset. Leaders recognized that applying HCD to 
the employee experience — the experience of faculty and staff — is fundamental to redesigning 
the student experience.

Presidential Insights:

21. "If we are going to apply principles to students and look at the student experience, and 
we're not going to apply that same set of experiences to the employees, then ultimately, 
we're only solving half the problem," observed one president.

22. The process can dismantle entrenched assumptions that limit innovation, as it provides an 
"opportunity with that level of engagement to learn what people think they know, and 
what they don't know."

23. As another participant stated, “Part of being student-centered is to understand those who 
have to serve those students. If the focus is only on the student, and not the institutional 
behaviors of the people who are supporting the student, you will transfer bad behavior to 
the student and not take responsibility as the institution.”

The Approach: Human-Centered Design and Strategic 
Planning as a Vehicle for Transformation
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Strategic planning is a familiar and required lever in higher education that, when combined with 
HCD, becomes a powerful force for sustainable, institution-wide transformation. The study 
highlights that traditional planning is often insufficient for today’s challenges, requiring a new 
approach that is intentionally leveraged to drive culture change and align stakeholders.

Institutionalizing Vision and Providing Leadership Cover. Strategic plans serve as the 
institution’s "North Star," providing leaders with the ability to manage change and align resources.

Presidential Insights:

24. "Strategic planning is the vehicle to drive the change," stated one participant.
25. Another president noted that a collaboratively developed plan "gives me the latitude that 

when we have this strategic plan that says this is our focus, when I make decisions, then I 
can point to the strategic plan and say, ‘This is why I'm saying yes to this’ or ‘this is why I'm 
saying no to this.’"

26. One leader even credited the process with culture change: "I believe that one of my 
greatest successes at changing culture, I realized it through the work that we did with our 
strategic plan."

Strategic Planning as the Vehicle for Change
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The study confirms that change leaders view alignment between education and industry as an 
evolutionary necessity for institutional sustainability and learner success. Through in-depth 
interviews with community college presidents, the research validates that community colleges are 
positioned at a unique and timely inflection point, possessing a value proposition that allows them 
to lead the next evolution of higher education. This potential is anchored in their open-access 
mission and their inherent responsiveness to regional workforce dynamics. This study validates 
Education Design Lab’s Future of Learning framework as a roadmap for institutional transformation 
through the eyes of sitting community college presidents who are change leaders.

Dr. Kevin Stump, Education Design Lab’s Chief Program Officer, conducted this study as part of his 
doctoral research in New York University’s Leadership and Innovation program.

Conclusions


