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17.
The Learner of the  Future

It’s the year 2035. Recently, Amina became interested in art 
history. She is intrigued about the ways that  people create art, 
ranging from paint to digital art. Since her visit to the National 
Gallery of Canada on her vacation to Ottawa last year, she’s 
been asking Jiri, her digital companion and assistant, many 
questions about  these technologies. What “makes” art? Why 
have  people  stopped creating certain types of art? How do art-
ists make a living? Jiri easily and tirelessly provided the infor-
mation that was asked of him, of course, but Amina was look-
ing for more than information. As Jiri projected artifacts from 
the past, videos of art being created, and sounds from a long 
time ago, Amina yearned for more. While that information may 
have been sufficient for some, she wanted to understand the 
intricacies of art, its relationship to sociocultural develop-
ments, and its impact on  people and systems globally. She 
felt that a more nuanced understanding would help her make 
sense of her relationship to the world she was inhabiting as 
well as enable her to improve her life in many other ways: 
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 morally, socially, and financially. “ After all,” she reasoned, “art 
and  people impact one another, and if I can understand our 
relationship with art, I may understand the world better.”

In 2035— similar to 2020— people have a wide array of op-
tions for online learning. Amina decides to pursue an online 
education by choice, rather than out of need or lack of options. 
She already has a close relationship with a local university that 
 will help her develop a program of study that fits her needs. She 
meets with a program advisor to help her develop a personal-
ized program of study that is based on her current knowledge, 
skills, and competencies; her aspirations; and the advisor’s 
expert knowledge of the field, learning outcomes associated 
with studying art history, and data from many other learners 
worldwide who have participated in similar programs. When 
it’s time to start the program a few weeks  after that initial 
meeting, the final schedule and associated learning outcomes 
have been informed by both  people and machines working 
together to develop a plan that is not only personalized but 
informed by the latest science of learning.

Amina’s plan— which may or may not be similar to  those of 
 others— looks like this: Based on her current skills and knowl-
edge, she is placed in a course with 12 other students. Some 
of them are what one would consider nontraditional students, 
in their thirties and forties with years of work experience and 
many with  family responsibilities. The course is shared with 
numerous other universities and organ izations and is devel-
oped on an ad hoc basis around outcomes and needs. While 
Amina’s peers vary in age, geo graph i cal location, and home 
organ ization (e.g., some are at a diff er ent university, one works 
for the municipal government, and one is an emerging artist 
at a K-12 school), they are supported by two instructors and 
two student success professionals, who are in turn supported 
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by learning designers and a wide range of technologies, including 
a Jiri- like assistant that aggregates and synthesizes  content 
on a continuous basis and advises on assessment practices. 
This blend of  human and nonhuman instructional staff is typi-
cal at this institution. Amina’s first course “meets” synchro-
nously and asynchronously using technologies that instill a 
sense of presence and aim to help  people feel supported and 
valued, even if they live in diff er ent countries, even if they 
speak diff er ent languages, even if they use diff er ent devices. 
“Distance education” and “online learning” are terms of a dif-
fer ent era. The demarcation between real and virtual is long 
gone, and by now, technology is designed with a people- first 
approach, recognizing ethical concerns that researchers raised 
de cades ago.

In the course itself, Amina investigates art from the 1800s, 
participates in simulations of its creation, and explores the 
tools used to produce it. She asks questions of peers and tech-
nologies alike, sometimes getting together with peers to dis-
cuss an assignment over coffee and other times working by 
herself on a proj ect. The information that students need to 
know is easy to generate and provide, and, as a result, the 
course focuses on helping them apply procedural knowledge 
in a variety of contexts. Each individual’s assessments are also 
developed on a personalized basis, a result of the aforemen-
tioned collaboration between  people and machines. Though 
this par tic u lar course is nine weeks long, the rest of Amina’s 
courses vary in duration: some are three weeks long and  others 
may be as long as nineteen weeks.

When Amina completes the course, she  will once again meet 
with her program advisor to examine her plan. Courses, learn-
ing objectives, and desired skills and knowledge may or may 
not change, but once she’s ready,  she’ll enroll in a second 
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course and the pro cess  will start all over again. As with the first 
course, Amina’s learning experience  will be “high touch,” 
encompass the same kind of frequent interactions with her 
peers and instructors, and invite her to engage actively in her 
learning.

•••
I am generally wary of predictions about the  future of educa-
tion, as I have heard and read too many of them in the mass 
media, conference keynotes, and trade publications.  These 
predictions almost invariably (1) envision a  future that is so far 
into the  future that any failed prediction could be explained 
away by changes that have occurred in the time that it takes 
to arrive at that  future; (2) highlight the transformational and 
disruptive role that technology  will play in this  future; and 
(3) ofer  either a dystopian or, more typically, a utopian vision 
of the  future of education. Arguably, the same criticisms could 
be leveled at my own narrative above, but I ofer it as specula-
tive rather than predictive. While I  don’t believe that this 
 future  will necessarily become a real ity, I do think that aspects 
of it are prob ably close to what a typical  future learning expe-
rience imbued with technology might look like, providing us 
with an opportunity to ask the following questions: Is this a 
 future we want? Is this the  future we are striving  toward? What 
would a better  future look like?

In describing  future trends in online learning, a number of 
commentators and researchers focus on the potential impact 
of technology. Although the predicted impact of  these technol-
ogies is often based on beliefs rather than systematic evidence 
(Selwyn 2013; Kimmons 2014), the integration of emerging 
technologies in education seems inevitable, if not already 
occurring. Recent researchers have identified artificial intel-
ligence, virtual and augmented real ity, and high- fidelity sim-
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ulations as the technologies that seem most likely to have a 
 future impact on online learning, which I imagine  will soon be 
joined by a variety of other technologies that have not yet been 
developed. Such technologies are expected to support and 
give rise to a variety of new practices that have also gathered 
attention in the field, such as the use of learning analytics for 
making data- driven decisions, algorithms that automate a va-
riety of pro cesses (such as assigning students in groups and 
generating personalized assessments), and options for reduc-
ing the cost of education and expanding instructors’ abilities 
to use educational content.

Yet, in imagining the  future of education, a number of re-
searchers have also called upon educators to place greater em-
phasis on demographic, po liti cal, economic, social, and cul-
tural  factors (e.g., OECD 2018) that are likely to afect not only 
models of educational provision but also the roles of students, 
university personnel, and institutions in our society. For in-
stance, Kim (2019) won ders  whether we have adequately con-
templated “the relationship between climate change, the 
growth of extreme weather events and the  future of learning” 
and asks “What  will the combination of unpre ce dented wealth 
accumulation and wealth in equality mean for learning in 
2069?” The recommendations of researchers and commenta-
tors examining the education of the  future are varied. They 
range from advising prac ti tion ers to pay greater attention to 
the field of learning sciences in order to develop research- 
informed learning environments (e.g., Sawyer 2014) to rec-
ommending to universities to streamline their oferings and 
restructure their colleges and personnel (e.g., Kamenetz 2013).

One way to explore the complexities associated with the 
 future of online learning is to contemplate what Amina’s story 
leaves out. For instance, it does not address the probable costs 
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of the vari ous  human and technological supports that medi-
ate her learning experience and assist her in personalizing 
and succeeding in her studies. Perhaps Amina does not need 
to be concerned about the cost of her education,  either be-
cause she has the financial means necessary to pursue her 
education or  because education in the country in which she 
lives is now low- cost or  free. Perhaps her employer and part-
ner also support her aspirations: her employer by providing 
paid time of and accommodations as needed, and her part-
ner by taking on greater responsibilities at home to allow her 
time to pursue her studies. A defining characteristic of this 
 future, therefore, seems to be a constellation of broader support 
from Amina’s  family, employer, university, and government. 
The support provided by  these other actors is as significant 
to her experience and success as her inner desire to pursue 
higher learning and is as consequential to the  future of online 
learning as the par tic u lar technologies or pedagogies that 
may be employed.

What Amina’s story also reveals, therefore, is that this par tic-
u lar  future rests upon assumptions about broader forces that 
impact upon online learning. For instance, if some  women’s 
online studies continue to be interrupted by caregiving re-
sponsibilities that remain unchanged when  women become 
students, and if some learners  can’t pursue online education 
due to financial or linguistic constraints, the  future described 
in the above narrative is likely to be available to only a select 
group of  people. For too long, this real ity suggests, the field of 
online learning has focused upon micro aspects of education, 
such as the pedagogical decisions surrounding online instruc-
tion or the models needed to scale online learning, without 
adequate attention to broader forces that shape online educa-
tion’s use, success, design, and  future.
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Although I have ofered Amina’s story to help us consider 
what the  future may hold, it is not intended to suggest that 
 there is a single kind of online student or a single  future for on-
line learning. Instead,  there are multiple  futures, and some are 
better than  others.  These better  futures are more equitable 
than the alternatives— more empowering, compassionate, and 
sensitive to student needs— and designed to capitalize on the 
potential of online learning to not be a “less than” form of 
learning than face- to- face education.  Futures that employ so-
phisticated instructional techniques but are reserved only for a 
select few who can aford them, or that pursue online learning 
as a business strategy rather than a learning venture, or that 
end up benefiting some students at the cost of placing more 
 people in precarious employment, are likely to be worse. None 
of  these  futures, however, are inevitable. The question we need 
to ask ourselves: what  futures should we create?

•••
• Be suspect of predictions about the  future of online 

learning and the impact of educational technology on 
education, and question the assumptions  behind  those 
predictions.

• Ask: who  will benefit from this  imagined  future?
• Consider the broader forces that shape online education: 

economics, politics, sociocultural  factors, and so on.
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