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18 years ago
The endowments of Northwestern and the 
University of Chicago combined were 
greater than the market valuation of Apple.



With each new generation, 
student expectations
shift and change.



Today, students favor 
experiences that are 
personal, streamlined
and on-demand.



Expectations and experiences 
across generations of learners 
ultimately fuse together
within institutions.



We need to take into account these 
experiences and differences to inform 
how we support student success.



What do we know about today’s learners?

upcea.edu/upceablackboard-survey-navigating-generational-shifts-understanding-
todays-student-demographics-preferences-and-expectations/



Research Objective & Fundamental Questions

The primary objective of the 
study was to better understand 
the needs and preferences of 
the new adult learner.



Today’s learners span         generations5



Study Focus Area



Gen X Millennial/Gen M Gen Z/Gen Next

Work full or part-time 69% 60% 59%

Rent 53% 53% 56%

Single 40% 67% 93%

Female 47% 52% 58%

Study Demographics (selected)

21% 69% 10%



Gen Z is most likely to research choices



Decision-making attributes of prospective students (all respondents) 



What do you think you need to succeed?

Of the student activities listed, 
which do you believe will be 
the most important to your 
educational success and the 
completion of a degree?



What do you think you need to succeed?

Of the student activities listed, 
which do you believe will be 
the most important to your 
educational success and the 
completion of a degree?



Lifelong/career-long learning is the 21st century norm

Have you ever earned a badge or 
certificate from a college, university 
or professional organization?

How interested are you in earning an educational, 
professional or skill-based certificate or badge in 
the future?



Willingness to engage in online learning (all respondents)

53%
Have taken an online 
course from a college 
or university

35%
Have taken an online 
non-credit course or 
corporate type class
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Gen Z Millennial Gen X

For student/prospect communication, email is not dead.



The new 21st century 
student is likely more 
similar to the adult, 
non-traditional student 
of the 20th century.



A degree is not the only credential pathway anymore



Students value 
personal support 
across the the 
lifecycle.
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Today, the student 
experience is influenced by 
consumer norms and the 
technology ecosystem that 
surrounds the learner.
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Learning 
Management

Flashback to 2000
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Learning 
Content

Assessment
& Evaluation

Learning
Spaces

Social
Learning

Outcomes &
Performance

Learner
Support

The Technology Ecosystem + Learning Experience

Learning 
Management
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Student
Support

Co-Curricular 
Resources

Registration Retention

Enrollment Advising
Events & 
Activities

Financial
Aid

Onboarding Careers

Admissions Alumni

The Technology Ecosystem + Student Lifecycle
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Marketing & 
Recruiting

Social
Media

Data
Services

Enterprise 
Services

Cloud
Services

Instructor 
Support

Messaging & 
Notification

Accessibility Mobile

Instructional 
Design

Virtual 
Collaboration

Service Desk Self-Service

The Technology Ecosystem + Capability and Infrastructure
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Institutional 
Strategy

Learning
Culture

Technology 
Culture

Master
Plan

Resources & 
Investment

Curricula & 
Programs

Governance & 
Prioritization

Technology 
Strategy

Quality & 
Innovation

The Technology Ecosystem + Vision and Context
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The Technology Ecosystem encompasses the overall Student Experience



Designing an Ideal Student Experience
George Mason University



Redesign Goal

“Through deliberate actions to achieve the vision of 
the George Mason University 10-year plan, by 2019 
we will modernize the student experience in order 
to better enable student success. Success will be 
defined as generating a long-lasting sense of 
belonging and pride among our students as well as 
improving core enrollment metrics such as 
retention and four/six-year graduation rates.”



Redesign Process



Incorporating qualitative and quantitative research and findings



Ideal Student 
Experience Definition 
for GMU

“An ideal student experience is consistently 
delightful, productive and an educative dialogue 
that occurs between a student and all 
embodiments of an institution. It is grounded in 
empathy for the student and framed by the 
pedagogy and ethos of the institution.”



Student Experience Pillars



Ideal Student Lifecycle



Roadmap Concept & Paths



provost.gmu.edu/initiatives/student-experience-redesign-project



Closing Thoughts

Know your students.

Recognize your current and 
future students’ longitudinal 
norms and expectations.

Think holistically.

Step back and consider the 
student experience for every
generation of learner that 
you have.

Act on your capability.

Exploit your ecosystem in 
ways to shape a student 
experience that’s unique to 
your institution.
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