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Executive Summary
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AI is changing the workplace faster than universities can reliably predict. 

The round table's central message was not that universities should 

forecast the jobs and tools of the next decade — but that they should 

develop graduates who can learn, adapt, exercise judgement and lead 

through rapid technological change.

• Technical knowledge still matters, but is increasingly complemented by 

problem definition, critical thinking and judgement.

• AI literacy should be a baseline capability across every discipline, not the 
preserve of specialist programmes.

• Assessment should examine reasoning, process and defence of decisions 
— not only the final product.

• Universities must also transform their own staff, leadership and industry 

relationships.

T H E  P R A C T I C A L  A M B I T I O N

Make every graduate an 

effective 'AI manager'

Not necessarily an AI engineer — but 

someone able to define problems, select 

and work with the right tools, assess 

outputs, manage risk, communicate value, 

work alongside AI agents and lead change 

responsibly.



Why the University Model Needs to Change
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AI is affecting every profession while graduate expectations and 

employability change rapidly. University programmes are designed 

over multi-year cycles; AI tools and workplace practices can change 

within months.

• Future-proofing by forecasting a fixed set of technical skills does not 

work — what is true of AI in 2026 may look different within the same 
year.

• The more durable approach is to teach capabilities that stay valuable 
as technologies change.

• This is a dual transformation: redesign what students learn, while 
taking staff and leadership on the same journey.

• Barriers identified: staff confidence, institutional resistance, time, 
redesign capacity and governance.

• Public value matters — students investing time and money need 
evidence the experience equips them for the real labour market.



What Employers Want in the Future Graduate
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The strongest consensus: a well-rounded problem solver who can operate effectively when the answer is not obvious.

Judgement

Knowing what to do, when 

to trust an AI output and 

when to challenge it.

Critical thinking

Questioning assumptions, 

testing evidence, deciding 

independently.

Adaptability

Learning new tools and 

methods rapidly as 

technology shifts.

Resilience

Coping with uncertainty, 

scrutiny and failure without 

losing momentum.

Curiosity & initiative

Exploring, experimenting 

and finding answers 

unprompted.

Communication

Explaining technology to 

non-specialists and 

articulating business value.

Collaboration

Working across diverse, 

technical and non-

technical teams.

Leadership

Taking responsibility early 

— including managing AI-

enabled agents.

Problem definition

Understanding the real 

problem before reaching 

for an AI solution.

Creativity

Generating options, 

experimenting cheaply, 

taking informed risks.

Lifelong learning

Becoming the leader of 

one's own education after 

graduation.

Responsible use

Ethics, bias, privacy, safety, 

governance and 

consequences.



The Shift from 'Knowing' to 'Doing'
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In an AI-enabled world a polished output is easy to generate. Demonstrating genuine competence matters more than 

the final answer, so assessment should shift weight towards process.

Interrogate the process

What problem did the student define? 

What options did they consider, what 

evidence did they use, what did they 

reject — and why?

Use AI, assess the thinking

One model requires students to use AI 

but weights assessment towards 

process, active learning, discussion and 

reflection.

Defend the position

Students should be expected to justify 

their reasoning and defend their 

decisions under scrutiny.

A S S E S S M E N T  F O R M A T S  T H A T  R E V E A L  C O M P E T E N C E

Presentations  ·  Oral defence  ·  Iterative submissions  ·  Reflective logs  ·  Live problem-solving  ·  Peer 

collaboration  ·  Simulations  ·  Challenge projects



AI Literacy for Every Graduate
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All graduates should leave university with a baseline understanding of AI and its implications, even though technical 

depth will vary by discipline.

• The desired graduate need not build a foundation model — they must 
understand what AI can and cannot do.

• Core skills: define the problem, choose appropriate tools, formulate 
useful instructions, evaluate outputs.

• Know when human judgement is required, and understand the 
organisational consequences of AI adoption.

• Debate on teaching tools: students often adopt technology faster than 

educators — but responsible use, governance and high-impact 

applications need structured instruction. Teach both fluency and 
judgement.

• Prepare for hybrid teams where people work alongside AI agents: clear 

communication, objectives, checking mechanisms and leadership 
behaviour.

Baseline for every 

discipline

• Capabilities and limitations

• Problem definition

• Tool selection

• Output evaluation

• Responsible use

• Working with AI agents



Curriculum Design: From Static to Adaptive
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Hundreds of highly separated programmes and knowledge silos may not remain sustainable when knowledge is 

increasingly accessible through AI. A stronger common foundation of transferable capabilities, with disciplinary depth 

layered around it, is a plausible future model.

Understand, don't memorise

Distinguish knowledge students must 

memorise from knowledge they need 

to apply, interrogate and use.

Challenge-led projects

Industry provides live problems; 

students work across disciplines; 

educators assess how teams investigate 

and communicate.

Simulation & hackathons

Experiment, observe outcomes, adapt 

— then connect experience back to 

theory. Failure and iteration become 

visible.

Transformation needs capacity, not just policy

Because AI changes so quickly, universities should review how often programme content is refreshed. Established programmes are 

hard to change when staff already face significant workload and competing priorities.



Industry Must Become Part of the Learning System
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Employer insight should not be an occasional consultation exercise 

— it should become part of the continuous design and delivery of 

programmes.

• Mechanisms: advisory boards, projects, placements, degree 

apprenticeships, challenge statements, hackathons, simulations and 
industry-led sessions.

• Industry should provide authentic problems — using anonymised data, 

synthetic data and controlled environments where commercial 
sensitivity is a barrier.

• Make engagement work for SMEs: place students alongside smaller 

firms to help them adopt AI, in a two-way exchange of sector 
knowledge and digital capability.

• Aim for a continuous loop: industry signals changing skills, universities 
translate them into learning, evidence feeds the next curriculum cycle.



Responsible AI, Ethics, Data and Governance
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AI literacy without responsible use would be incomplete. Participants raised concerns about over-dependence on AI, 

sensitive information uploaded to personal accounts, outputs accepted as fact, and moral or professional decisions 

delegated to models.

Know when, not just how

Students need to judge when it is appropriate to use AI at all —

and that every output requires human evaluation.

Recognise the risk surface

Privacy, confidentiality, bias, security, safety, governance and 

accountability across the full lifecycle.

Ethics cannot be outsourced

Universities must teach students to interrogate assumptions and 

weigh ethical, economic, social and political implications.

High-impact environments

In healthcare, financial services and advanced manufacturing, 

poorly governed AI decisions carry significant consequences.



Universities Must Transform Their Own Workforce
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The biggest challenge may not be students. Students are generally curious 

and willing to experiment — the institution must equip its academic, 

professional and leadership teams to understand AI and model its effective 

use.

• Attitudes span resistance to enthusiasm; leaders must create space for 
staff to experiment safely and build confidence.

• Leadership by example beats policy alone — senior leaders and boards 
should demonstrate responsible AI use.

• The AI-enabled 'virtual board member' was offered as a thought 
experiment in becoming AI-literate through practice.

• Staff development should cover practical fluency, assessment design, 
responsible use, curriculum redesign and change leadership.

Modular executive 

education and short-form 

learning for existing leaders 

and workforces — not only 

long programmes.



Entrepreneurship, Commercialisation and Lifelong Learning
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AI is lowering the cost of experimentation and making it easier to test ideas quickly.

Experiment and know when to stop

Encourage graduates to take informed risks and learn when to 

abandon a weak idea. Hackathons are a useful environment for 

this behaviour.

From student project to venture

Investors value ideas emerging from university ecosystems —

and assess the capability of the team as much as the idea itself.

University as lifelong partner

Modular, accessible opportunities let graduates and existing 

workers update capabilities as AI and the labour market evolve.

One connected ecosystem

Link undergraduate, postgraduate, degree apprenticeship, 

executive and workforce development into a coherent whole.



Twelve Calls to Action for Universities
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01
Establish a minimum AI capability framework for every 

graduate

02 Redesign assessment around evidence of thinking

03
Embed AI across all disciplines, not specialist 

programmes alone

04
Expand challenge-led learning with real or simulated 

problems

05 Build a permanent industry-to-curriculum feedback loop

06
Increase placements, short placements and degree 

apprenticeships

07 Teach responsible AI as a core capability

08 Develop AI-enabled academic and professional staff

09 Make lifelong learning part of the university proposition

10 Create an institutional AI transformation programme

11 Reduce barriers to university-industry collaboration

12
Measure employability by capability, not just 

qualification



A Suggested 12-Month Implementation Roadmap
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0 – 9 0  D A Y S

Align and pilot

• Agree the graduate AI capability 

framework

• Audit programmes and 

assessments

• Pilot process-based, AI-enabled 

assessment

• Establish a multi-sector industry 

working group

• Identify 10–20 real challenge 

statements

• Launch staff development

3 – 6  M O N T H S

Scale what works

• Expand challenge-led projects and 

hackathons

• Document student AI use and 

reflection

• Add short placements and 

apprenticeships

• Publish data, privacy and 

responsible-use guidance

• Pilot modular lifelong-learning 

offers

6 – 1 2  M O N T H S

Institutionalise

• Embed AI outcomes in programme 

approval

• Make employer engagement 

measurable

• Run a recurring industry skills 

review

• Create a cross-university AI 

community

• Publish evidence of impact

• Prepare collaborative funding bids



The University of the Future

C O N C L U S I O N

The role of universities cannot simply be to teach today's technology. It is to 

develop people who can work effectively with whatever comes next.

Make AI capability a baseline for every graduate — while making human 

judgement, critical thinking, creativity, resilience, communication and leadership 

the differentiators.

Chaired by Richard Lowe, Managing Director, Hewlett Rand. Based on the AI Round Table, UWE Bristol, 14 August 2026, 

convened by Tech West England Advocates. Contributions from higher education, technology, financial services, 

insurance, advanced manufacturing, AI, investment, entrepreneurship with media partner AI Central.
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