Community College
Futures Lab

CO-CREATING WHAT COMES NEXT

STRATEGIC FORESIGHT REPORT

Community College

Four Plausible Futures for the Decade Ahead

PREPARED BY

Community College Futures Lab
Co-Creating What Comes Next - www.ccfutureslab.com



A Community College
"*\,’\ Futures Lab

Introduction

Community colleges operate in an educational landscape that is rapidly evolving—shaped by
demographic shifts, changing workforce demands, and the rise of alternative learning models.
The traditional model of higher education, built around two-year associate degrees and university
transfer pathways, is being challenged by a growing preference for short-term credentials and
competency-based learning. At the same time, student demographics are shifting, with adult
learners returning to education in increasing numbers due to economic disruptions and career
transitions. Together, these forces present both significant challenges and meaningful
opportunities for the future of community colleges.

This report uses strategic foresight to engage thoughtfully with that uncertain future. By identifying
the key forces at play and generating multiple plausible scenarios, leaders can anticipate change,
assess risk, and develop proactive strategies that align with both student needs and workforce
trends. A futures-thinking approach helps the institution remain adaptive, innovative, and relevant
as the broader education landscape continues to evolve.

Key Drivers Shaping the Future

The foresight team identified seven critical forces that will influence the institution's trajectory over
the next decade. These drivers span economic, technological, social, political, and environmental
domains, shaping the opportunities and risks the institution must navigate.

DRIVER DESCRIPTION

Employers increasingly value skills-based hiring over traditional
Economic Pressures degrees, leading to greater demand for micro-credentials,
apprenticeships, and competency-based learning.

The traditional student base of 18- to 24-year-olds is declining,
Demographic Shifts while adult learners seeking career transitions and reskilling are
growing.

The rise of automation, Al, and digital transformation is reshaping
industries, requiring colleges to offer training in emerging fields and
digital competencies.

Technological
Disruption

Private and corporate-led learning platforms—such as Google
Career Certificates and Coursera—offer fast-track credentials,
competing directly with traditional community colleges.

Alternative Education
Providers

Funding & Policy Government and industry investments in workforce education and
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Changes free community college initiatives could significantly impact
enrollment patterns and program structures.

. Demand for hybrid, online, and self-paced learning options is
Student Expectations

for Flexibility |ncrdea}smg, pushing colleges to rethink traditional semester-based
models.

Periods of economic downturn often lead to higher adult learner

Economic Uncertainty o .
enrollment as individuals seek new skills and career pathways.

Scenario Planning: A 2x2 Matrix

This report develops scenarios using a 2x2 matrix—a strategic foresight tool that explores
plausible futures by combining two critical uncertainties. The approach enables institutions to think

beyond linear projections and identify both opportunities and risks in a rapidly changing
environment.

The Two Critical Uncertainties

1. Who will be the primary student population? Will the college continue to serve a
majority of traditional 18- to 24-year-old students, or will it shift toward adult learners
seeking career advancement and retraining?

2. What will be the dominant credential structure? Will traditional associate degrees
remain the foundation of the college’s offerings, or will short-term credentials—certificates,
micro-credentials, and competency-based learning—become the primary model for
workforce development?

Combining these two uncertainties produces four distinct scenarios, each offering insight into how
the institution may evolve. Together, they provide guidance for institutional decision-making,
policy adjustments, and future program planning.
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The Four Transformational Futures

Each quadrant of the matrix represents a coherent and plausible future—defined by the
combination of who the institution serves and what it offers. The scenarios that follow explore each

in depth.

18-24 YEAR
OLDS

ADULT
LEARNERS

Community College Futures Lab

The Legacy Campus

The college continues to serve
traditional 18- to 24-year-old
students, with a focus on
associate degrees that prepare
them for transfer or entry-level
careers. It emphasizes a well-
rounded education, campus life,
and strong high school
partnerships to attract and
support younger learners.

Reskilling Academy

The college pivots to serving adult
learners seeking career
advancement while maintaining
traditional associate degrees as
the primary credential. It adapts
with flexible scheduling, tailored
support services, and employer
partnerships to meet the needs of
working adults.

Strategic Foresight Report

TRADITIONAL DEGREES SHORT-TERM CREDENTIALS

Stackable Pathways

The college serves traditional-
aged students but shifts to
offering short-term credentials like
certificates and micro-credentials
for workforce readiness. It
balances practical skills training
with flexible, modular programs to
meet the demands of a rapidly
changing job market.

Workforce on Demand

The college focuses on adult
learners and prioritizes short-term
credentials for quick upskilling
and workforce development. It
emphasizes industry
partnerships, flexible learning
formats, and career placement
services to help students achieve
immediate career goals.
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SCENARIO 01

The Legacy Campus

18-24 Year Olds - Traditional Degrees

In this scenario, the college continues to serve a majority of traditional 18- to 24-year-old students,
and traditional associate degrees remain the dominant credential structure. The institution
focuses on providing a well-rounded education that prepares students for transfer to four-year
universities or entry-level positions in their chosen fields. Curricula emphasize foundational
knowledge, critical thinking, and general education requirements, ensuring students develop both
academic and soft skills. The college invests heavily in campus facilities, student life programs,
and extracurricular activities to create a vibrant, engaging environment that attracts and retains
traditional-aged students.

Faculty and staff are primarily trained to support younger learners, with a focus on mentorship,
academic advising, and career counseling. The college maintains strong relationships with local
high schools and community organizations to ensure a steady pipeline of incoming students.
Outreach efforts include college fairs, dual-enrollment programs, and partnerships with guidance
counselors to promote the value of an associate degree as a stepping stone to further education or
a stable career. The institution emphasizes the importance of transfer pathways, working closely
with four-year universities to ensure that credits are easily transferable and students are well-
prepared for the next stage of their academic journey.

However, this scenario also presents challenges. The college must compete with other institutions
for a shrinking pool of traditional-aged students, particularly in regions with declining birth rates.
To remain competitive, the institution may need to invest in marketing campaigns that highlight
unique benefits—small class sizes, personalized attention, and strong alumni networks. It must
also ensure programs remain relevant to evolving job market needs, even as it maintains its focus
on traditional associate degrees. This may require periodic curriculum reviews and partnerships
with employers to identify emerging trends and skills gaps.

Key Strategic Questions
- How can the college maintain academic integrity while adapting to employer
demands for skills-based hiring?
- What strategies can the college use to attract and retain traditional students in an
era of alternative learning models?
- How can the institution integrate short-term credentials into degree programs without
diminishing their value?
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SCENARIO 02

Stackable Pathways

18-24 Year Olds - Short-Term Credentials

In this scenario, the college still serves a majority of traditional 18- to 24-year-old students, but
short-term credentials—certificates, micro-credentials, and competency-based learning—
become the primary model for workforce development. The institution shifts its focus to providing
students with skills that are immediately applicable in the job market, often in partnership with local
employers and industries. Programs are designed to be flexible and modular, allowing students to
stack credentials over time or pivot quickly to new career paths. This approach appeals to
students who are eager to enter the workforce quickly and are less interested in the broader
educational experience offered by traditional associate degrees.

The college faces the challenge of balancing the demand for workforce-ready skills with the need
to provide a well-rounded education. While short-term credentials are highly practical, they may
not always offer the depth of knowledge or critical thinking skills that come with a traditional
degree. To address this, the institution may develop hybrid programs that combine short-term
credentials with foundational coursework, giving students the best of both worlds. Marketing
efforts emphasize the value of short-term credentials in securing employment, and career
services play a central role in helping students navigate options and connect with potential
employers.

This scenario also requires the college to adapt its infrastructure and support systems. Faculty
may need additional training to deliver competency-based learning, and the institution may need
to invest in technology to support online and hybrid programs. Partnerships with employers
become critical, as the college relies on industry input to ensure programs align with the needs of
the local labor market. The institution may also need to rethink financial aid and tuition models,
since short-term credentials often have different cost structures and timelines than traditional
degrees.

Key Strategic Questions
- How can the college balance industry-aligned credentials with maintaining its role as
a transfer institution?
- What policies should be implemented to help students transition from stackable
credentials to long-term academic or career growth?
- How can the institution ensure credential validity and employer recognition across
different industries?
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SCENARIO 03

Reskilling Academy

Adult Learners - Traditional Degrees

In this scenario, the college shifts toward serving a majority of adult learners seeking career
advancement and retraining, but traditional associate degrees remain the dominant credential
structure. The institution adapts its programs to meet the needs of working adults, offering
evening, weekend, and online courses to accommodate busy schedules. Support services—
including childcare, financial aid counseling, and academic advising—are tailored to adult
learners, who often juggle multiple responsibilities while pursuing their education. The college
emphasizes the value of associate degrees as a pathway to career stability and upward mobility,
particularly in fields where such credentials are highly valued.

To attract adult learners, the college may develop targeted marketing campaigns highlighting the
flexibility and affordability of its programs. Partnerships with employers and industry groups help
ensure that the curriculum remains relevant to local labor market needs, and the institution may
offer credit for prior learning or work experience to accelerate degree completion. Faculty and staff
are trained to support adult learners, who often have different needs and expectations than
traditional-aged students. Adult learners may require more practical, hands-on learning
experiences and a greater focus on career outcomes.

This scenario also presents challenges. Adult learners may have different motivations and goals
than traditional students, and the college must ensure programs are aligned with these needs.
The institution may need to invest in additional resources—such as online learning platforms and
expanded support services—to accommodate the unique demands of adult learners. Additionally,
the college must compete with other institutions and training providers offering shorter, more
specialized programs. To remain competitive, the institution may need to emphasize the long-term
value of an associate degree, particularly in fields where advanced credentials are required for
career advancement.

Key Strategic Questions
- How can the college design degree programs that align with employer needs and
evolving workforce trends?
- What incentives can be offered to encourage adult learners to pursue full degree
programs instead of shorter credentials?
- How can the college partner with employers and industries to make traditional
degrees more applicable to workforce demands?

Community College Futures Lab Strategic Foresight Report Page 7 of 9



Community College
Futures Lab

SCENARIO 04

Workforce on Demand

Adult Learners - Short-Term Credentials

In this scenario, the college serves a majority of adult learners, and short-term credentials become
the primary model for workforce development. The institution focuses on providing targeted, skills-
based training that aligns with the immediate needs of employers. Programs are designed to be
completed quickly—often in weeks or months—and are delivered through flexible formats such as
online or hybrid learning. This approach appeals to adult learners seeking to upskill or reskill
quickly to advance their careers or transition to new fields. The college works closely with industry
partners to develop curricula that address specific skill gaps and emerging trends in the workforce.

Marketing efforts highlight the speed and practicality of short-term credentials, and the institution
positions itself as a leader in workforce development and lifelong learning. Support services are
heavily focused on helping adult learners balance education with work and family responsibilities,
including flexible scheduling, career counseling, and financial aid options. The college may also
offer career placement services to help students secure jobs immediately after completing their
credentials. Partnerships with employers are critical, as the institution relies on industry input to
ensure programs remain relevant and that graduates are job-ready.

This scenario requires the college to rethink its traditional models of education and support.
Faculty may need to adopt new teaching methods—such as competency-based learning—and
the institution may need to invest in technology to support online and hybrid programs. The college
may also need to develop new financial models, since short-term credentials often have different
cost structures and funding requirements than traditional degrees. Additionally, the institution
must ensure that its programs are accessible to a diverse population of adult learners, including
those with limited financial resources or prior educational experience.

Key Strategic Questions
- How can the college ensure quality and credibility in short-term credentialing
programs?
- What funding models can support the sustainability of non-degree, workforce-
focused education?

- How can short-term credentials be structured to allow for continued learning and
upward career mobility?
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Conclusion: Navigating the Future

The four scenarios presented here offer distinct visions for how the institution might evolve based
on shifting student demographics and academic program structures. While each has its merits,
together they highlight the complexities institutions face as they navigate a rapidly changing
educational landscape.

One thing is clear: higher education is at a crossroads. Institutions can no longer rely on a single,
one-size-fits-all approach to serving students. The needs of traditional students and adult learners
are diverging, as are the expectations for degree programs versus short-term credentials. The
institutions that thrive will be those that find a way to adapt, innovate, and offer multiple pathways
to success—rather than committing rigidly to a single model.

The key takeaway is that strategic flexibility will define the future. Colleges that remain rigidly
attached to traditional enrollment patterns and degree structures may struggle to stay relevant. At
the same time, institutions that move too quickly toward short-term credentials—without
considering broader academic and workforce implications—risk undervaluing the long-term
benefits of higher education.

Rather than choosing just one of these futures, institutions must consider how they can integrate
elements of each: serving both traditional and non-traditional students, balancing degree
programs with credentials, and maintaining academic excellence while responding to workforce
needs. The future of education is not about either/or decisions; it is about both/and solutions.

The coming years will require bold leadership, thoughtful experimentation, and a willingness to
challenge conventional wisdom. Colleges that embrace foresight-driven planning, student-
centered innovation, and strong industry partnerships will be the ones that shape the next era of
higher education—rather than being shaped by it.

COMMUNITY COLLEGE FUTURES LAB

www.ccfutureslab.com
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