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MAPPING YOUR INNOVATION INTENT

Students
Who are my students? 
What unique needs do they have?
When and where do they learn best?

*This map is from Randy Bass, Vice Provost at Georgetown.
Meet us inside the back cover to map your own...

Point of View
What are my values & beliefs about 
learning? About a college education?
What will my students be uniquely 
equipped for after graduating?
What will they be known for?

Resources
Where is my sphere of influence 
strongest? In what arenas do I have 
decision-making authority? Who 
are collaborators in my circle? What 
resources do I have access to?
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Welcome to
Uncharted
Territory.

We feel it too—the future shape of higher 
ed is uncertain. It’s full of ambiguity, 
changing constraints, and new student 
challenges. Yet we can all agree that 
education is a cornerstone of a thriving 
society. We’re collectively inspired 
by a huge opportunity: if we address 
contemporary needs and design new 
approaches, higher education can be truly 
transformational.

This guide is Part Two of the Stanford 
2025 project—an exploration of the ways 
institutions have begun to chart new 
paths through this evolving environment. 
The project was conceived and led by 
educators and designers at Stanford 
University’s Hasso Plattner Institute of 
Design (better known as the d.school). 
We’re excited to share what we’ve learned 
from featured innovators whose work 
is illuminating new possibilities for the 
sector, and most importantly, for students.

Education is an exceptionally challenging 
space for innovation for a number of 
reasons. It is complex and difficult to 

and whether other transformations might 
result. It is in such moments that 
change often happens—even within an 
entrenched system.

Back in May 2014, many aspects of the 
undergraduate experience appeared ripe 
for reinvention. We began to consider 
what those might look like, bringing 
our community along on a thought 
experiment or “journey” to the year 2100. 
We imagined a range of different futures, 
including the rise of the Open Loop 
University, which entails lifetime learning 
rather than a four-year experience, and 
Purpose Learning, in which students 
declare missions not majors, among 
other ideas.1

The experiment collectively opened our 
minds to the beginning of what was 
possible. We got an enthusiastic response 
from institutions around the world that 
began to implement some of the themes 

measure which variables contribute 
most to student outcomes. Financial and 
other institutional constraints abound. 
Individuals are protective of institutional 
legacy, or struggle with how to 
experiment with new ideas while fulfilling 
commitments to current students. 
Perhaps most of all, there are ideological 
(or at least deep-seated) beliefs about 
how education “should” be. We think the 
leaders profiled in this guide are making 
important contributions to how we all 
can think differently about the future of 
higher education. Their persistence, bias 
toward action, and just plain gutsiness, 
are inspiring.

The original Stanford 2025 project 
responded to a specific moment of 
disruption: the growing popularity of 
MOOCs and online learning, and the 
rising cost of higher ed. We saw then 
that a number of forces were beginning 
to destabilize traditional models. These 
rapidly unfolding changes led us to 
wonder whether there was still a role for 
place-based education in such a world 

that were highlighted in our four original 
provocations, or had already started on 
their own variations.

During the original project, we used 
a tight constraint to drive specificity 
limiting our frame to the Stanford 
student experience. The exploration 
and prototyping that informed our 
provocations did not involve students 
at other types of universities, and did 
not focus on how research or the other 
roles that universities play in society 
might work in the future. In Part Two 
we widen the lens and investigate what 
is happening at a range of institutions, 
but retain the focus on the student 
experience. If the 2025 project that began 
five years ago was a look into the future, 
this iteration is an on-the-ground, current 
plane of existence perspective, looking 
at models already reshaping the student 
learning experience. 

Over the past five years, the higher 
education landscape has continued 
to shift and further innovations have 

1  For the original Stanford 2025 project, 
visit stanford2025.com
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spread. Colleges and universities are 
experimenting with blended online and 
in-person classes, finding new ways 
to reduce costs for students and fund 
the enterprise, and more schools are 
expanding the definition of a ‘student’ to 
include adult, first-gen, part-time, and 
more. New disruptors have emerged: 
third-party education providers, funders, 
education technology companies, and 
start-up colleges and universities are now 
part of the sector. 

Bold visionaries are shedding the 

constraints of what higher education 

has traditionally looked like; they are 

creating radical new models that 

increase access for a more diverse set of 

students or enable them to better bridge 

the academic institution and the world 

they enter after graduating. Their belief 

in designing a better student learning 

experience—and in the true value of 

a college education—becomes their 

animating force for change. 

We hope this book will make you feel in 
good company and want to spring into 
action. Many people who are working 
inside or outside the system to develop, 
test, and deploy new models in education 
periodically feel isolated. The time 
between identifying an opportunity for 
change and seeing an innovative solution 
take hold can be long. The examples 
throughout this guide remind us that 
there are many creative people working 
across all levels in all kinds of educational 
institutions to reimagine college in a 
student-centered way. 

Enjoy the journey!
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We often find that our best inspiration 
comes from encounters with the 
unfamiliar, like visiting a foreign country. 
We gain inspiration from analogous 
situations that bear relationship to our 
own, but are different enough to provoke 
new thinking. While embarking on this 
exploration of the new possible innovation 
‘destinations’ of higher education, it felt 
natural to us to think and talk about it as a 
travel book. 

Ready to 
Embark?

Look for ‘travel guides’ who are our 
featured innovators. They will take you 
on a journey and share ‘insider tips’ that 
will help you take your own steps into the 
future of higher ed. For context, the guide 
includes provocations from the original 
2025 project, insights and trends drawn 
from secondary research, interviews with 
innovators and students, and 12 case 
studies that illustrate some of 
our findings. 

>>    LET’S GO!              
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WORK + WORLD

FOUNDATION + FINANCE

PACE + PLACE

ACUMEN + AGENCY

  Hidden Levers 
Reconfiguring the infrastructure and building 
blocks of higher education institutions.

Radical Affordability 
Reimagining the way that higher education 
institutions are financed, business models 
are configured, and students afford higher 
education.

Competency-Centered 
Reorienting the student experience around 
the whole student—the competencies  
and skills they bring to college, and their 
learning beyond courses or disciplines. 
Valuing and measuring their achievements 
beyond the traditional transcript.

Agency-Oriented 
Re-centering student agency through  
personal learning agendas and purposeful 
learning experiences.  

Changing Paces  
Recalibrating the time it takes to move 
through higher education, allowing for  
flexibility in when students start, stop,  
or revisit their education. 

Changing Spaces  
Rethinking the where and how learning  
happens to support different types of  
student learning.

Career Crafting 
Preparing students to go into the  
workforce with a purpose. Iterative,  
impactful career design.

Citizen Shaping  
Preparing students personally and  
professionally as global citizens. 
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POINTS OF INTEREST 

• Duke Kunshan University (DKU) is a partnership between Duke University 

and Wuhan University in China, situated as an incubator for innovation that 

Duke and other universities can learn from. It also offers offers dual degrees, 

through a global lens.

• DKU follows seven animating principles for curriculum design: rooted 

globalism, collaborative problem-solving, research and practice, lucid 

communication, independence and creativity, wise leadership, and a 

purposeful life.

• The curriculum is unique: it is shared, integrated, flexible, and 

immersive, and all students are expected to develop a signature project 

across three years.

DUKE KUNSHAN
UNIVERSITY
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YOUR
GUIDE

Noah Pickus
Associate Provost, 
Dean of Undergraduate Curricular 
Affairs, and Faculty Development

Photo credit: Duke University Build a new university in a new century 
in a new country? That’s what drew 
Noah Pickus into helping launch Duke 
Kunshan University (DKU). “The chance to 
re-imagine undergraduate education by 
designing a curriculum and hiring faculty 
from scratch had me hooked from the 
start,” he says.

While Duke Kunshan University in 
Kunshan, China grew out of an initiative 
by Duke University’s business school and 
first launched in 2014, it quickly evolved 
into a more comprehensive global 
educational platform. Starting with small 
Master’s programs and an experimental 
study away option, the initiative morphed 
into a focus on a unique undergraduate 
liberal arts program. The formal 
undergraduate curriculum launched in 
the 2018-19 academic year. 

As more and more American universities 
have opened satellite campuses abroad 
in the last decade, what sets DKU 
apart is its curriculum and its 
independent governance. 

Those who study at DKU can get a degree 
in a wide range of majors, such as Ethics 
and Leadership, Global Cultural Studies, 
and Material Science. The most unique 
component, however, is the way courses 
are structured and taught. 

“There is a shared dimension to the 
curriculum,” Noah Pickus, Associate 
Provost at Duke and Dean of 
Undergraduate Curricular Affairs and 

Faculty Development at DKU, explains. 
Each student takes three core courses—
but “they take them vertically rather than 
horizontally.” Instead of encountering 
fellow students in required core 
curriculum classes only in the first or 
second year, students have a common 
experience throughout the duration of 
their studies. 

The first course is called “China in the 
World,” which looks at the place where 
students are studying. The second is 
about Global Challenges in Science, 
Technology, and Health, which explores 
a number of today’s challenges, ranging 
from the environment to energy and 
health, and how developments in science 
and tech have helped address them. 
Finally, the third course looks inward at 
ethics and citizenship—at a student’s own 
sense of purpose and vocation.  

Students also take only two courses at a 
time, in a seven-week intensive format. 
“Instead of the usual way, where you 
take four courses over 14 weeks, the 
design here is based on the idea that a 
more modular structure focuses faculty 
and students on what really matters, 
on active comprehension rather than 
passive delivery of content,” Noah says. 
This more ‘immersive’ experience deters 
multitasking and enables students to 
engage more deeply in their studies. 
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DKU STUDENTS, FACULTY, AND STAFF PARTICIPATE IN THE 
BLOOMBERG SQUARE MILE RELAY IN SHANGHAI
Photo credit: Noah Pickus 

This requires a shift for faculty as well, 
pushing them to teach “what students 
need to learn in a new environment and 
how best to meet that need,” as opposed 
to what they know, Noah adds. Taking 
multiple classes at the same time over a 
typical semester is not necessarily the 
“best mechanism for learning.” 

“[So] we need faculty 
to be learners as well as 
teachers in terms of their 
approach to the modular, 
intensive structure, the 
aspiration to connect 
content to key principles 
across the curriculum, and 
by paying attention to the 
cross-cultural dimensions 
of good teaching and 
learning,” Noah says.

The curriculum is also entirely integrated, 
which means that DKU doesn’t have any 
departments at all—all of the majors 
are interdisciplinary. At times they’re a 
hybrid within one overarching discipline, 
such as Material Science, which draws on 
both physics and chemistry. More often,  
they “cross over two or three divisions of 
knowledge,” Noah says, such as Global 
China Studies, which draws on history, 
philosophy, religious studies, politics, and 
economics. And majors that integrate 
the natural sciences, social sciences, 
and humanities are on their way. The 
interdisciplinary curriculum organizes 
a student’s education around the way 
scholars and practitioners actually 
work today. 

“We have inherited 
this idea in higher ed 
that natural sciences, 
social sciences, and 
humanities are distinct 
enterprises,” Noah 
continues. While there 
is a virtue to expertise, 
DKU emphasizes 
that “the ability to 
integrate knowledge 
and work across fields 
is more important than 
memorizing information 
that is already available on 
your phone.”

Students can take electives like they 
would at another university, but the 
system is more flexible. “We don’t have a 
matrix or a menu,” Noah says, “we don’t 
constrain that choice.” Once students 
have completed the structure that the 
faculty have designed, they can use their 
electives to go deeper into a specific 
topic area or learn something that might 
connect in unexpected ways. 
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Every student’s education culminates 
in a signature project. Borrowing from 
AAC&U’s LEAP challenge, “it’s the simple 
idea that every student should engage in 
an individual, meaningful project that is 
developed over three years rather than 
only in their senior year,” Noah explains. 

“[Students create] some 
kind of creative project 
that captures within it the 
knowledge and experience 
they’ve gained in and 
out of the classroom,” 
ranging from a history 
thesis to a play or a new 
app. The idea is that they 
demonstrate everything 
they learned over the 
course of their degree 
through their project—
rather than simply through 
the grades that appear on 
their transcripts.



AT A GLANCE:
DKU’s Seven Animating Principles

Most countries in the world build higher 
ed systems to meet national, political 
or economic needs. In recent decades, 
many Western countries have come to 
emphasize global rather than national 
citizenship. DKU highlights “rooted 
globalism” instead as the first of its 
seven animating principles. This principle 
equips students to navigate both the 
opportunities and the tensions between 
the national and the global.  

“At the heart of the enterprise is the idea 
that we aren’t developing citizens for 
China or the U.S., nor are we imagining 
this is a global cosmopolitan project 
where people have no connection to 
where they’re from,” Noah says. “We’ve 
put at the core of our curriculum a 
question, perhaps even a tension or 
a paradox—‘how is it possible to live 

in a world with competing claims and 
commitments?’—and charged the 
students with working out their 
own answers.”

DKU’s seven animating principles are 
reflected in the comparative study 
of cultural traditions, team-based 
pedagogies, undergraduate research 
and experiential work, interdisciplinary 
majors, and a strong emphasis on 
integrating expertise with creativity and 
problem-solving:

Rooted Globalism: To cultivate 
informed and engaged citizens who 
are knowledgeable about each other’s 
histories, traditions of thought and 
affiliations; and skilled in navigating 
among local, national and global identities 
and commitments.

116

Collaborative Problem-Solving: To instill 
the habits of collaboration and the ability 
to synthesize disparate insights in solving 
complex challenges.

Research and Practice: To enhance the 
ability to forge links between theory and 
practice in the many-sided and rapidly 
changing world of human need.

Lucid Communication: To develop 
the ability to communicate effectively, 
both orally and in writing, and to listen 
attentively to different viewpoints in 
coming to mature judgments.

Independence and Creativity: To nurture 
free inquiry, deep reflection and a drive 
to ask interesting questions and find 
compelling answers.

Wise Leadership: To shape thinkers and 
doers who possess the moral compass 
to guide communities and institutions 
toward a common good and who have the 
wisdom and technical competence to deal 
effectively with complexity.

A Purposeful Life: To form reflective 
scholars who test their core beliefs, 
connect their course of study to big 
questions of meaning, and who build 
the capacity for lifelong learning and 
exploration.

CASE STUDIES 117
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As the team of 20 Duke faculty crafted 
the initial curriculum, “the charge we 
were given was quite broad,” Noah 
explains. “The biggest challenge was 
there weren’t any significant parameters. 
We wanted to create something new that 
we thought Duke and other institutions 
could learn from, while maintaining some 
of the hallmarks of a Duke education.” 
At the same time, because they weren’t 
designing something for Duke itself, there 
was “very little territoriality” among 
the faculty.

“[We asked ourselves], 
‘what if we didn’t have 
to start with majors and 
departments?’” Noah 
recounts. Instead, they 
began with an “open 
source approach to 
building the curriculum.” 

Noah explains that they drew inspiration 
from other global, joint-venture 
universities like Yale-NUS and NYU 
Shanghai, who “freely shared” with them. 
Rather than a competitive model, Noah 
says that it was much more of an open 
source approach, looking at different 
models from Duke and across the world—
particularly in Asia.

Creating an integrated curriculum 
required paying attention to the how: “if 
you pull one string it affects the rest of 
the curriculum,” Noah says. “If you say, 
I want three more requirements here, it 
has significant effect everywhere else, so 
people had to think collectively.”

Once they had settled on their own ideas 
of what the curriculum should look like, 
the team actively sought input and buy-in 
from their Chinese counterparts. Because 
DKU is accredited in both China and 
the U.S., they had to win approval from 
a range of stakeholders, including the 
Ministry of Education in China, as well as 
Duke’s faculty and board of trustees.

Still, getting faculty to embrace the 
interdisciplinary nature of the curriculum 
was challenging. “There was and is 
an ongoing tension between faculty 
who believe that there’s a foundational 
amount of information that needs to be 
taught and those who see the integrative, 
interdisciplinary parts as crucial from the 
very start,” Noah says.

This is due in no small part to the way 
that we all have been taught—people 
learn how to do certain things and have 
a tendency to fall back on what they 
know. Faculty self-segregate by how they 
identify themselves, “as philosophers, 
chemists, or historians,” Noah notes. Or 
they are concerned with how things will 
be structured in the absence of traditional 
academic departments. That’s why DKU 
emphasizes its faculty hiring process, 

to ensure that everyone who joins is 
committed to the project. 

Faculty hiring at DKU is truly unique. 
Initially, they started with the Duke Faculty 
Committee. Duke is still responsible 
overall for both the curriculum and faculty 
in partnership with the DKU faculty. 

Now that they do have DKU-specific 
faculty, they play crucial roles in the hiring 
process of additional colleagues. “After 
we review the initial applications and 
do a set of Skype interviews, we invite 
about 60 faculty to Duke in three different 
cohorts of 20 for two days, followed by 
a three-day visit to DKU,” Noah explains. 
Those who are invited don’t come in as 
individuals though. “You come with 20 
other faculty of all disciplines,” Noah adds. 
Then they give a talk about their work to a 
broader divisional audience.

On the second day, they “put all the faculty 
into three buckets and mix them up.” They 
are given a curricular challenge in these 
groups and design a new major for DKU. 
In the afternoon, different groups respond 
to design challenges such as teaching in 
a compressed format. The point of the 
exercise is to “learn to do it with other 
faculty from different disciplines,” to make 
prospective hires understand that “this 
is a live experiment that they’re entering 
into,” Noah says. “If they don’t like working 
across different disciplines, that’s ok; we 
want to find faculty for whom this a good 
fit. Finalists go to DKU for a last set 
of interviews.”

Once new faculty have been hired, 
they take part in a six-month learning 
innovation fellowship. This fellowship 
builds “a common understanding of 
the habits and concepts that underlie 
the entire curriculum, to highlight how 
the same key ideas can show up in 
different ways in different courses, and 
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to foreground the skills necessary for 
active learning,” Noah says. Ultimately, 
the fellowship becomes part of the 
onboarding process, getting faculty to 
engage with the unique approach to 
curriculum, develop the skills for teaching 
in it, and make their own contributions to 
its development.

The 2019-20 incoming class of 325 
students represents 28 countries 
including China, Canada, the U.S., the 
United Kingdom, Mexico, Japan, South 
Korea, India, Italy, and Ethiopia. Last fall, 
the university welcomed an inaugural 
undergraduate class of 259 students 
including 79 international students.

“These students will have the continual 
experience of learning to see from 
multiple points of view and to work 
together across cultural boundaries—a 
crucial skill for the future,” Noah explains. 
“They will have encountered big questions 
and grand challenges from the beginning 
of their education and been steeped 
in the wisdom traditions of different 
cultures. And they will have developed 
the habits and skills—creativity, analytic 
rigor, emotional intelligence, and 
communication—that enable them to 
remain agile and flexible as the world and 
the world of work changes.”

TEAM TEACHERS PROFESSOR SELINA LEI-
HENDERSON AND PROFESSOR NOAH PICKUS 
ANALYZE STUDENT WORK
Photo credit: Noah Pickus



INSIDER
TIPS

Innovating outside the operating structure: Innovation 
looks different depending if you’re starting from scratch 
or working within the confines of a traditional university. 
“DKU exemplifies what can happen when an institution 
sets up a new unit outside of the normal operating culture 
and structure,” Noah says. “The point is to give this unit 
permission to take risks that the larger institution can’t.”
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Resist familiar norms: Academic norms and structures are 
difficult to get away from. Faculty are trained in traditional 
disciplinary methods and receive recognition from their 
peers in traditional departments. Even students, parents, 
and trustees who are looking for new ways to teach and 
learn can be tempted to return to what has long been 
deemed standard.
 
The trick according to Noah is “to ensure that a new unit 
is protected enough from the standard metrics so that it 
can constantly push the needle further. There are so many 
embedded forces that will bring things back to the norm, 
you have to give faculty permission to break the rules.”

Iterate as you go: This permission will “ultimately enable 
a lot of bottom-up, radically incremental changes by those 
on the ground, living the daily experience and constantly 
iterating their way toward what works best,” Noah says. 
 
This process gives way to the next challenge: bringing 
valuable lessons back to the larger institution to help 
transform its own practices.
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