
Copyright © 2025 Firstsource www.firstsource.com 

Why Higher Ed Must
Reinvent Itself for
Today's Students
The archetypical 18-year-old first-time freshman in higher education has been constantly 
evolving and gradually being replaced by an older, more diverse, financially independent 
student likely to be juggling education with work and family responsibilities.

This seismic shift is forcing higher education institutions (HEIs) to rethink not just who 
their students are but how they can serve them.
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Did You Know?

84% 
of today’s 
undergraduates
are not full-time, 
18–22-year-old, 
residential students 

37% 
are 
part-time

24% 
are 
parents

69% 
work full-time/
part-time while 
pursuing their 
degrees

Today’s Higher Education Students:
Who are they?

Meet Emma, an 18-year-old ‘evolving’ 
traditional freshman. Emma is an honors 
student from a mid-sized town in Ohio, the 
co-editor of her school newspaper, a section 
leader in the marching band, and a volunteer 
at a local animal shelter. She has taken AP 
exams in English and Environmental Science 
and is now exploring disciplines that will 
eventually help her find a meaningful job 
aligned with her values.

Now meet Luis, a 38-year-old ‘intentional’ 
non traditional student. Luis earned his 
associate's degree right after high school
but didn’t complete his bachelor’s due to 
financial and family responsibilities. He lives 
in San Antonio, Texas, with his partner and 
has worked as a project manager in logistics 
for 10+ years but has recently grown 
interested in cybersecurity after taking on a 
few IT-related tasks at work.

(Sources: Lumina Foundation / NCES)
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Emma and Luis, both at di�erent ages and 
life stages, tend to share these traits and 
expectations:

Goal-oriented, outcome-focused, and 
expecting ROI

Students today approach education with a 
clear objective (employability, upskilling, or 
career pivot) and expect a return on their 
investment. Some, like Emma, may still have an 
exploratory mindset, seeking guidance from 
their institutes, but most enroll in programs 
that meet their specific requirements and 
guarantee tangible results.

Demanding speed, agility, and flexibility

Many are juggling education with personal 
complexities (pursuing hobbies or other 
desires, balancing work and family 
responsibilities, financial challenges, care 
giving, etc.). Especially for Luis, time is a 
premium resource, and flexibility is an absolute 
must.

Seeking an intelligence-led, 
hyperpersonalized experience 

Even 25-55-year-olds today are AI-curious 
and increasingly AI-enabled! Many use AI 
tools (like ChatGPT, Grammarly, and Copilot) 
for convenience and speed, not yet for critical 
thinking or deep learning transformation. While 
both Emma and Luis may not yet have an 
AI-first mindset, they do expect seamless, 
personalized, and intelligent systems that 
mirror the responsiveness of Netflix, Spotify, 
and Google.

Today’s Higher Education Students:
What do they want? How do they think?

Evolving Traditional Learner
I want to explore, but I also want value 
and a job! College should help me 
figure out, not leave me adrift!

Emma

Non-Traditional Learner

This is an investment; it should pay 
o�! I don’t have time to waste. Teach 
me what I need to know!

Luis



The Institutional Challenge:
How to serve these students?

Transfer students form a significant population 
but are often overlooked. Moving from community 
colleges or other institutions, they value seamless 
credit transfers, flexible scheduling, academic 
advising that accelerates degree completion, and 
an environment that is welcoming and allows for 
quick integration into the new campus.

Graduate students pursuing career 
advancement – unlike Luis, who lacks a formal 
degree, these graduates may be looking for a 
specialization or leadership roles to advance their 
careers. They prioritize flexible, online or hybrid 
learning, stackable credentials, and programs 
with direct workplace relevance. And like Luis, 
they tend to be highly outcome-driven, wanting an 
immediate ROI.

International students with unique needs and 
perspectives. These students may face cultural, 
linguistic, social, and regulatory challenges while 
adapting to new environments.

Students with disabilities requiring accessibility 
considerations that span a wide range of 
disabilities, accessible learning environments, 
inclusive technologies, and institutional 
commitment to equity.

First-generation college students who navigate 
academic, financial, and social challenges 
without traditional family guidance. These 
students tend to benefit from mentorship, 
financial literacy, career counseling, and 
culturally sensitive student services.

The traditional Emmas of the world may still want 
strong faculty mentorship, a vibrant and immersive 
campus life, cross-disciplinary exploration, and 
clear academic pathways with some flexibility built 
in (e.g., elective modules and hybrid classes).

However, for the non-traditional Luis, on-demand, 
self-paced, modular programs o�ering stackable 
credentials with flexible schedules, AI-based 
support, and direct-to-career pathways are a must.

It is also highly likely that both Emma and Luis think 
and act like fast-emerging hybrid/blended learners 
and may have similar expectations from their 
institutions. 
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This isn’t just about student satisfaction; it’s about survival in a skills-first economy. Today’s workforce 
demands agile, tech-enabled, job-ready graduates. Institutions that fail to design hyper-personalized 
skilling pathways—integrating career-connected learning, stackable credentials, and AI-driven 
guidance —risk becoming irrelevant. The expectation isn’t just flexibility; it’s precision. Programs must 
align with market needs and prepare learners for an evolving workplace where adaptability and digital 
fluency are core skills.

Why This Matters Now

While Emma and Luis represent two primary student types, they're not the only personas shaping 
higher education's future. 
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To remain relevant and e�ective, therefore, institutions must transcend the binary of traditional vs. 
nontraditional. And, although most students prefer technological solutions, some find technology 
overwhelming and may still want considerable human interaction. The future lies in a hybrid model that blends 
structure with flexibility and advisory support with digital e�ciency.

At a minimum,  HEIs need to provide their students with these:

• Flexible, stackable credentials

• Online-first/hybrid learning environment with strong learner support

• Career-aligned curriculum (including internships, certifications)

• Community and connection, even if virtual

Personalize engagement across the student 
journey
Deliver tailored, omnichannel support—via chat, 
email, phone, and social media—that meets students 
where they are. AI-driven tools can e�ciently handle 
routine tasks, while human advisors focus on 
complex or emotionally nuanced needs. 

Arizona State University (ASU’s) ‘Sunny’ chatbot, 
o�ering 24/7 omnichannel support, and Georgia 
State University (GSU’s) ‘Pounce’ chatbot, which 
helped it cut the summer melt by nearly 22%, stand as 

good examples of how universities have already 
started embracing this change. 

Streamline administrative processes
Simplify admissions, registration, financial aid, and 
scheduling through digitization and automation. This 
is particularly impactful for working professionals 
managing competing priorities, ensuring smoother 
access and faster resolution times. GSU’s Pounce 
was also used post-enrollment to automate 
reminders for FAFSA filing, fee payments, and 
registration. 

By blending technology and data with human interactions (both with peers and faculty/mentors), institutions can 
create personalized, adaptive experiences that serve most types of learners at scale. The student-first model isn’t 
about choosing one type of learner but also about designing systems that recognize diverse goals, contexts, and 
expectations.

Modern digital and AI capabilities can enable institutions to reimagine student support, engagement, and service 
delivery across the lifecycle, from enrollment and onboarding to academic support and alumni relations. By blending 
human-centered design with intelligent automation, institutions can:

Hyperpersonalizing the
Student Journey

The changing workforce is rewriting the definition of higher education’s value. Employers care less about 
degrees and more about verifiable skills, adaptability, and applied knowledge. Hyper-personalized skilling, 
—driven by data, automation, and human insight —is no longer optional; it’s the di�erentiator for institutions 
competing for learners and relevance in a crowded market.

The Industry Take

This is where strategic thinking becomes critical: reinventing, reimagining higher education not as a static, 
program-driven model but as a flexible, skill-connected, AI-enabled ecosystem that adapts to individual 
goals at scale.

Strategic Lens



Make data-driven decisions
Use predictive analytics and engagement data to 
proactively support students, reduce attrition, and 
personalize learning paths. Institutions can gain 
deeper visibility into student behavior and take timely, 
targeted action.

Hyperpersonalize the learning
Provide execution support in their academic journey 
by using tools, nudges, and dashboards that guide 
students through the semester, not just midterms or 
finals. For example, ASU has adopted adaptive 
learning platforms like Realizeit and ALEKS, which 
adjust material pacing and content based on 
individual student performance. Analytics can be 
further used to surface at-risk students, recommend 
resources, and help sta� intervene early.  

Design programs with a skills-first, 
career-connected pathways approach
From curriculum to co-curricular activities—map, 
track, and align skills with employability. Western 
Governors University (WGU) is a standout example 
of a university that exemplifies a skills-first, 
career-connected approach by mapping every 
program to job-relevant competencies and using 
AI-powered tools to track and guide students 
toward employability.

Strengthen alumni and lifelong learning ties
Maintain a continuous engagement loop with 
graduates through personalized outreach and 
relevant learning opportunities, building long-term 
institutional loyalty and upskilling pathways. 
Northeastern University’s Lifelong Learning 
Network o�ers personalized, career-aligned 
upskilling opportunities and continuous 
engagement to its alumni. 
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While the shift in student expectations and learning mindsets may seem overwhelming, higher education 
institutions don’t need to reinvent themselves overnight. The path to serving diverse student personas — from 
evolving traditional learners to intentional non-traditional adults — starts with small, focused actions that build 
toward long-term transformation. Institutions can begin by reimagining just one program, redesigning a single 
student support touchpoint, or piloting hybrid learning in a high-impact course. Over time, these incremental moves 
help build a more flexible, responsive, and student-centered ecosystem. 

Keeping Student 
Success at the Core!



The Challenge: A California-based nursing 
university faced declining enrollments and 
revenue across multiple programs. Their 
portfolio lacked structure, leaving transfer 
students, RNs, and working nurses without 
clear academic pathways. Despite 
marketing investments, enrollment and 
revenue targets remained unmet.

Our Solution & Impact: Firstsource 
conducted comprehensive market 
research and curriculum analysis, 
benchmarking against competitors and 
analyzing labor market demand. We 
delivered data-driven recommendations for 
program optimization and defined clear 
student pathways. The result: a streamlined 
portfolio with improved enrollment potential 
and structured academic journeys that 
serve diverse nursing student needs.

At Firstsource, we’ve partnered with 
several universities on this very journey 
— helping them take purposeful steps 
toward aligning programs, services, and 
systems around student success. 
Here's how this transformation works in 
practice:

Case #01: 
Program Portfolio
Optimization for a
Nursing and Health 
Sciences University 
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Case #02: 
Customer Experience
Transformation for a
Testing Service
 Organization

The Challenge: A large testing 
organization serving diverse student 
profiles—from traditional 
undergraduates to working 
professionals—struggled with 
fragmented customer experience, 
poor visibility into customer 
sentiment, and operational 
bottlenecks that frustrated students 
throughout their testing journey.

Our Solution & Impact: 
We redesigned their entire CX 
organization, implemented digital 
enablers like agent assist and visual 
IVR, and created a comprehensive 
case management system. The 
transformation delivered measurable 
results: 20% improvement in 
customer satisfaction, 20% 
reduction in call hold times, 15% 
faster turnaround times, and 
clearance of a 60,000-case backlog 
within 60 days—proving that 
student-centered design drives real 
outcomes.



Student expectations are shifting faster than most institutions can adapt. This isn’t just a technology 
challenge—it’s a competitive reality. The institutions that win will operationalize three things:

1. Hyper-personalized skilling that aligns learning with employability outcomes.

2. AI-enabled student experiences that deliver speed, agility, and human-like support at scale.

3. Outcome-based design that measures success by student ROI, not just enrollment.

Every semester of delay widens the gap between what students demand and what most institutions 
deliver. Acting now isn’t optional—it’s the only way to stay relevant in the skills-first economy.

Why Acting Now Matters

Ready to Transform Your Institution? 
The shift from traditional to outcome-focused education isn't coming, it's here. Every day you wait, 
students like Emma and Luis are choosing competitors who understand their needs.

At Firstsource, we've helped universities increase enrollment by 40%, improve CSAT scores by 
20%, and create sustainable revenue streams through strategic program optimization.
Don't let your institution become irrelevant. Emma is evolving, the Emma-to-Luis transition is 
accelerating, and the window for adaptation is closing.

Schedule a consultation today  to discover how we can help your institution not just survive, but 
lead in the new era of higher education.

The Future Is Now: Your Next Steps
Your students today are not the same ones who enrolled five years ago. They're older, more diverse, juggling 
work and family, and expecting Netflix-level personalization from your institution. The institutions that thrive 
won't be those with the most resources; they'll be those that act fastest.

Here's what successful transformation looks like:

• Start small, think big: Pick one program or touchpoint and redesign it around student outcomes; 

simultaneously work toward having a future-ready vision

• Embrace the hybrid model: Blend human connection with AI e�ciency

• Make data your compass: Use analytics to predict and prevent student challenges before they become 

problems

• Think beyond graduation: Build lifelong learning relationships that generate ongoing revenue
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Follow us on

We make it happen for
our clients, solving their 
biggest challenges with 
hyper-focused, 
domain-centered teams
and cutting-edge tech,
data and analytics. Our 
real-world practitioners
work collaboratively to 
deliver future-focused 
outcomes.
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Firstsource Solutions Limited, an RP-Sanjiv Goenka Group 

company, is a global leader in transformational solutions across 

Healthcare, Banking and Financial Services, Communications, 

Media and Technology, Retail, and more. With a presence across 

the US, UK, India, Philippines, Mexico, Romania, Turkey, Trinidad & 

Tobago, South Africa, and Australia, we ‘make it happen’ for clients, 

solving their biggest challenges with hyper-focused, 

domain-centered teams and cutting-edge tech, data, and analytics. 

Our inch-wide, mile-deep practitioners work collaboratively, 

leveraging UnBPO™—our di�erentiated approach to reimagining 

traditional outsourcing—to drive speed, scale, and smarter 

decisions that turn transformation into tangible, real-world results.


