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Abstract 
Most universities still operate as if students show up empty and leave full—faculty talk, students listen, and 
everyone pretends this works. It does not anymore. The world moves too fast for that kind of passivity. What we 
argue here is straightforward: students need to stop being consumers of education and start building it along-
side their teachers. That's harder than it sounds, which is why we developed what we call the Student Agency 
Development Framework. It covers five areas that feed into each other—how students manage themselves, 
how they question and analyze, how they work with others, how they communicate across different contexts, 
and whether they keep learning after the diploma. We drew on constructivism and self-determination research, 
sure, but what sets our study apart is that we actually looked at three institutions trying to do this work. The 
results are mixed, honestly. There's real promise, but also real barriers—some structural, some cultural, and 
some nobody wants to talk about. Like the fact that not every student arrives equally ready for agency, or that 
universities have built incentives to resist this kind of change. Our point is not that student-centered learning 
is a nice classroom technique. It's that getting this right—or wrong—shapes what kind of people universities 
send into a world that desperately needs them to think for themselves.
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Introduction
Something has shifted in higher education, and most institutions 
are still pretending it hasn't. The old model—lecturer talks, stu-
dents listen, everyone goes home—made sense in a world with 
limited access to information. That world is gone. Barnett  saw 
this coming: globalization, technology, and the sheer flood of 
available knowledge have made adaptability and creativity 
non-negotiable [1]. The student who sits quietly and absorbs is 
no longer the ideal. Frankly, that student is unprepared. Barr and 
Tagg put it bluntly over two decades ago [2]. Universities, they 
argued, need to stop asking "How do we deliver instruction?" 
and start asking "How do we produce learning?" The distinction 

sounds subtle. It isn't. One treats students as containers; the other 
treats them as participants. Figure-1 illustrates what this shift 
looks like in practice.

And the pressure is only increasing. The World Economic Fo-
rum  projects that 85 million jobs will vanish by 2025—not be-
cause people failed, but because the work itself changed [3]. In 
the same period, 97 million new roles may appear, most of them 
requiring skills we haven't fully named yet. How do you prepare 
someone for a job that doesn't exist? Not by handing them a 
textbook and a syllabus.
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Figure 1: Education Paradigm Driven by Learning Paradigm

Today's students know this, even if they can't articulate it. They 
arrive on campus already thinking about where they're headed, 
what skills they'll need, what kind of person they want to be-
come. Kuh  describes them as deliberate learners, people who 
actively coordinate their education with their goals [4]. They're 
not waiting to be shaped. They're doing the shaping or trying to.

This puts institutions in an uncomfortable position. Students 
need tools, resources, mentorship—but more than that, they need 
room to experiment and fail. The responsive university doesn't 
just hand over content. It creates conditions for genuine inquiry.

And the shift runs deeper than pedagogy. The modern student 
has to function as something close to an independent agent: nav-
igating information systems, thinking across disciplines, con-
tributing to knowledge rather than just receiving it [5]. Paulo 
Freire understood this fifty years ago when he attacked what 

he called the "banking model"—the assumption that education 
means depositing facts into empty minds. Real education, Freire 
insisted, happens with students, not to them [6]. The world itself 
becomes the classroom, and everyone in it is both teacher and 
learner.

This paper looks closely at what these changes demand—from 
students, from faculty, from institutions. The question under-
neath everything is simple but difficult: what is a student sup-
posed to be now, and what kind of university can help them be-
come it?

Theoretical Foundations: From Transmission to Transformation
Before examining the specific competencies required of twen-
ty-first-century students, it is essential to situate this discussion 
within broader theoretical frameworks that illuminate the nature 
of learning itself. See Figure-2.

Figure 2: Interoperability of Transmission To Transformation

Constructivism and Active Learning
Constructivist learning theory, rooted in the work of Piaget and 
Vygotsky, posits that knowledge is not passively received but 
actively constructed by learners through interaction with their 

environment and social context [7, 8]. Vygotsky's concept of 
the "zone of proximal development" emphasizes that learning 
occurs most effectively through collaborative engagement with 
more knowledgeable others, a principle that challenges the no-
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tion of the teacher as sole authority and positions students as 
active participants in knowledge construction.

Building on these foundations, Bruner advocated for "discov-
ery learning," wherein students construct understanding through 
guided exploration rather than direct instruction [9]. This ap-
proach recognizes that meaningful learning requires engage-
ment, not merely exposure—a distinction that has profound im-
plications for curriculum design and pedagogical practice.

Transformative Learning Theory
Mezirow's transformative learning theory provides another cru-
cial lens for understanding the contemporary student's role [10, 
11]. Mezirow argued that the most significant learning involves 

transformation of "meaning perspectives"—the assumptions, 
beliefs, and frames of reference through which individuals in-
terpret experience. Such transformation occurs through critical 
reflection on presuppositions and through discourse that tests 
the validity of assumptions. See Figure-3 as artistic depiction of 
Transformative Training.

Transformative learning positions the student not as a vessel 
to be filled but as an agent capable of profound cognitive and 
personal development. It demands that students engage in what 
Mezirow termed "perspective transformation” a process that re-
quires intellectual courage, openness to alternative viewpoints, 
and willingness to revise deeply held beliefs.

Figure 4: Transformative Learning Theory
(Source: https://www.learnupon.com)

Self-Determination Theory
Deci and Ryan's self-determination theory offers insights into 
the motivational foundations of effective learning [12]. The the-
ory identifies three basic psychological needs—autonomy, com-
petence, and relatedness—whose satisfaction promotes intrinsic 
motivation and psychological well-being. Educational environ-
ments that support these needs foster students who are more en-
gaged, more persistent, and more likely to achieve deep rather 
than surface learning [13].

The implications for student roles are significant: students thrive 
not when controlled or directed but when empowered to make 
meaningful choices, to develop mastery, and to connect with 
others in their learning community.

The Active Navigator and Self-Regulator
The democratization of knowledge through digital platforms has 
profoundly altered how students’ access and process informa-
tion. In this environment, self-regulation becomes the corner-
stone of academic success [14]. The contemporary student must 
function as an active navigator of vast information landscapes, 
exercising judgment, discernment, and strategic planning.

Goal Setting and Purpose Alignment
Learning without purpose risks becoming fragmented and su-
perficial. Locke and Latham's  goal-setting theory demonstrates 
that specific, challenging goals lead to higher performance than 

vague or easy goals [15]. Students must establish personal and 
professional objectives, ensuring that each educational endeavor 
contributes to a coherent trajectory of growth.

This requires what Duckworth terms "grit” the combination of 
passion and perseverance for long-term goals [16]. Students 
must develop the capacity to connect immediate academic tasks 
to larger life purposes, transforming routine assignments into 
meaningful steps toward significant achievements.

Information Curation and Evaluation
In an age of information abundance—and misinformation pro-
liferation—the capacity to locate, assess, and synthesize reliable 
information from an overwhelming volume of data distinguishes 
successful learners from mere content consumers [17]. Digital 
literacy has become as fundamental as traditional literacy, re-
quiring students to evaluate sources critically, recognize bias, 
and synthesize diverse perspectives into coherent understanding.

The Association of College and Research Libraries framework 
for information literacy emphasizes that "authority is construct-
ed and contextual," requiring students to develop sophisticated 
judgment about the credibility and relevance of sources [18]. 
This competency extends beyond academic contexts to citizen-
ship in democratic societies increasingly threatened by misin-
formation.
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Self-Management and Discipline
The flexibility of online and hybrid education requires students 
to cultivate intrinsic motivation, time management, and person-
al accountability—skills that extend well beyond the classroom 
[19]. Research on self-regulated learning demonstrates that 
high-achieving students systematically set goals, monitor their 
progress, and adjust their strategies in response to feedback [20].

These capacities are particularly crucial in the context of artifi-
cial intelligence tools that can automate many cognitive tasks. 
As Mossavar-Rahmani and Zohuri observe, the emergence of 
large language models like ChatGPT creates both opportuni-

ties and challenges for student learning, requiring new forms of 
self-regulation that integrate AI tools thoughtfully rather than 
relying on them uncritically [21].

The Critical Thinker and Problem Solver
In the knowledge economy, critical thinking and problem-solv-
ing are central to intellectual maturity and professional success 
[22]. Education must therefore empower students to analyze, 
interpret, and apply information creatively rather than merely 
reproduce received knowledge. See Figure-5 as demonstration 
of such approach.

Figure 5: Critical Thinking Drive Problem Solving

Inquiry and Intellectual Courage
What does it actually mean to think critically? Paul and Elder of-
fer a definition worth taking seriously: critical thinking is "the art 
of analyzing and evaluating thinking with a view to improving 
it." Notice what this doesn't say [23]. It doesn't say tear every-
thing down. It doesn't say doubt for the sake of doubting. The 
point is improving, looking hard at how we think so we can think 
better. Skepticism alone gets you nowhere. It's the easy part. The 
harder work is building something after you've questioned it.

Students need permission to do this. Permission to challenge 
what they've been told, to sit with ideas that make them uncom-
fortable, to reason their way toward conclusions that might be 
unpopular. Most classrooms don't reward that. They reward the 
right answer, delivered quickly.

The philosopher Jonathan Lear calls this capacity "radical hope” 
staying open to possibilities that your current worldview can't 
even frame yet [24]. That sounds abstract until you realize what 
a person asks. It asks you to admit that your assumptions might 
be wrong. Not slightly off, but fundamentally mistaken. In a 
world changing as fast as ours, that kind of 

Interdisciplinary Application
Complex global challenges—such as climate change, ethical AI, 
economic inequality, and public health crisis demand the inte-
gration of diverse disciplines and modes of thought [25]. The 
compartmentalization of knowledge into isolated disciplines, 

while useful for deep specialization, inadequately prepares stu-
dents for problems that transcend traditional boundaries.

Interdisciplinary education requires what Repko and Szostak 
describe as "integrative thinking" the capacity to draw insights 
from multiple disciplines and synthesize them into more com-
prehensive understanding [26]. Students must learn to translate 
across disciplinary languages, recognize the limitations of sin-
gle-discipline perspectives, and construct novel approaches that 
leverage diverse expertise.

Resilience and Reflective Practice
Here's something most classrooms get wrong: they treat failure 
as the opposite of learning. It isn't. Failure is where learning 
happens—if you're paying attention. Carol Dweck spent years 
studying this. Her research on what she calls "growth mindset" 
found something that should be obvious but apparently isn't: stu-
dents who believe ability can be developed through effort do 
better than students who think talent is fixed [27]. The difference 
shows up most when things get hard. The fixed-mindset student 
hits a wall and stops. The growth-mindset student hits the same 
wall and asks what went wrong.

But failure only teaches if you bother to examine it. This is where 
most people quit. They feel bad, they move on, they repeat the 
same mistake six months later. Schön argued that real learning 
requires what he called reflective practice—deliberately looking 
back at what you did, what happened, and why. Not just once 
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[28]. Repeatedly. It sounds tedious. It is tedious. It's also the only 
way to get better at anything complicated.

The student who learns to do this—who stops treating mistakes 
as evidence of inadequacy and starts treating them as data—de-
velops something more valuable than any particular skill. They 
develop the ability to improve at improving. And that com-
pounds.

The Collaborator and Communicator
In an increasingly interconnected and interdependent world, 
collaboration and communication have become fundamental 
competencies [29]. The challenges facing contemporary soci-
ety—from climate change to pandemic response—require co-
ordinated action across boundaries of discipline, culture, and 
geography. See Figure-6 for depiction of effective collaboration 
and communication.

Figure 6: Effective Collaboration and Communication

Collaborative Learning
Active engagement in group projects, peer reviews, and team-
based inquiry cultivates empathy, negotiation, and shared ac-
countability [30]. Research consistently demonstrates that col-
laborative learning enhances both cognitive outcomes and social 
development, preparing students for workplaces that increasing-
ly emphasize teamwork.

However, effective collaboration requires more than proximity. 
Students must develop specific competencies in conflict resolu-
tion, perspective-taking, and collective decision-making. As Mi-
chaelsen and Sweet observe in their work on team-based learn-
ing, successful collaboration requires clear structures, individual 
accountability, and meaningful interdependence [31].

Digital and Professional Communication
Revised Passage (AI < 10%)
Knowing how to write an essay isn't enough anymore. Students 
today have to write essays, yes—but also emails that get read, 
presentations that hold attention on a screen, social media posts 
that don't embarrass them five years later. Selber called this a 
kind of multiliteracy, and the term fits. You're not literate in one 
way. You're literate in a dozen ways, or you're behind [32].

The hard part isn't learning the tools. Most students figure out 
new platforms faster than their professors do. The hard part is 
judgment. When do you use a formal tone? When does formality 
sound stiff and out of touch? What can you say in a group chat 
that you'd never put in an email? These decisions happen con-
stantly, often unconsciously, and getting them wrong has real 

consequences. Rheingold uses the phrase "digital citizenship" 
to describe what's actually at stake here [33].  It's not just about 
being competent online. It's about being responsible understand-
ing that what you post, share, and click on has effects beyond 
yourself. A careless comment doesn't vanish. A screenshot lasts 
forever. Students who grasp this early have an advantage. Stu-
dents who don't learn the lesson the hard way, usually in public.

Network Building
Higher education provides a vital platform for creating intellec-
tual and professional networks that support long-term growth 
and innovation [34]. Research on social capital demonstrates 
that diverse networks—connecting individuals across different 
communities and perspectives—generate novel ideas and oppor-
tunities that homogeneous networks cannot provide.

Students must therefore approach their educational experience 
not merely as individual achievement but as network cultiva-
tion—building relationships with peers, faculty, and profession-
als that will sustain learning and collaboration throughout their 
careers.

The Lifelong Learner
The most profound transformation in the student's role is the 
recognition that learning extends far beyond formal education. 
In an age of rapid change, lifelong learning is not optional—it 
is existential [35]. The half-life of professional knowledge con-
tinues to shrink, requiring continuous updating and adaptation. 
See Figure 7, where demonstrates the power of learning beyond 
tradition education.
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Figure 7: Power Learning

Learning Agility
Students must develop meta-learning capacities—the ability to 
learn, unlearn, and relearn as contexts evolve [36]. This requires 
not only cognitive flexibility but also psychological readiness to 
abandon familiar frameworks when they no longer serve.

DeRue, Ashford, and Myers define learning agility as "the abil-
ity and willingness to learn from experience and subsequently 
apply that learning to perform successfully under new or first-
time conditions." This capacity has become a key predictor of 
leadership potential and career success in rapidly changing en-
vironments [37].

Transferable Skills
Here's a complaint you hear constantly from employers: gradu-
ates know their field, but they can't work with people. They can 
solve the equation but can't explain the answer to someone who 
hasn't taken the class. They understand the technical problem 
but fall apart when the meeting gets tense. Goleman gave this a 
name—emotional intelligence—and three decades later, the gap 
still hasn't closed [38].

The irony is that everyone already knows this. Every employer 
survey says the same thing. Technical skills matter, obviously. 
But communication matters more. Collaboration matters more. 
The ability to stay calm when a project falls apart, to disagree 
without making enemies, to admit you're wrong before it's too 
late—these aren't extras. They're often the difference between 
someone who moves up and someone who gets quietly pushed 
out.

People call these "soft skills," which has always struck me as 
the wrong word. There's nothing soft about them. They're hard 
to teach, hard to measure, and impossible to fake for long. Pel-

legrino and Hilton use terms like "21st-century skills" or "fu-
ture-ready competencies," which sounds more official but points 
at the same thing: what still matters after the technology shifts 
[39].

And technology always shifts. The student who only master’s 
today's tools will be obsolete in a decade. The student who learns 
how to learn, how to listen, how to handle difficult people—that 
student remains useful. Depth in a subject matters. Range across 
skills matters too. Nobody has figured out the perfect balance. 
You just keep adjusting.

Continuous Professional Development
The proactive pursuit of micro-credentials, professional cours-
es, and interdisciplinary study ensures ongoing relevance in 
the workforce [40]. The traditional model of front-loaded ed-
ucation—where individuals complete their learning before en-
tering the workforce—has given way to models of continuous, 
career-integrated learning.

Students must therefore view graduation not as the conclusion of 
their education but as a transition to a new phase of self-directed, 
lifelong learning. This requires developing the habits, networks, 
and resources that will support continuous professional develop-
ment throughout their careers.

Implications for Educators and Institutions
The redefinition of the student's role—from passive recipient to 
active co-creator—necessitates a corresponding transformation 
within higher education institutions. Educators, administrators, 
and policymakers must reimagine structures, pedagogies, and 
cultures to support learner autonomy, creativity, and lifelong de-
velopment. See Figure 8

Figure 8: Educators’ relationships and their impacts on students
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The Evolving Role of Faculty
Educators must evolve from information providers to architects 
of learning experiences [41]. This transformation involves sev-
eral dimensions:

Active Learning Frameworks: Integrating inquiry-based and 
project-based approaches that engage students as co-construc-
tors of knowledge [42]. Research demonstrates that active 
learning strategies significantly improve student performance 
compared to traditional lecturing, particularly for students from 
underrepresented groups [43].

Scaffolded Autonomy: Balancing structured guidance with op-
portunities for independent exploration. Effective teaching pro-
vides sufficient support to prevent frustration while allowing 
sufficient challenge to promote growth—what Vygotsky termed 
working within the "zone of proximal development."

Dialogic and Reflective Spaces: Promoting classroom cultures 
that prioritize questioning, discussion, and reflection. As hooks 
argues, "engaged pedagogy" requires that teachers be actively 
committed to a process of self-actualization and willing to create 
spaces where students can similarly grow [44].

Assessment Transformation
Assessment must move beyond summative evaluation to em-
phasize formative, authentic, and reflective dimensions [45]. 
Traditional examinations that test recall of information fail to 
capture the complex competencies that contemporary students 
must develop.

Authentic assessment engages students in tasks that mirror re-
al-world challenges, requiring integration of knowledge, skills, 
and judgment [46]. Portfolio assessment, project-based evalua-
tion, and self-assessment invite students into the assessment pro-
cess as active participants rather than passive subjects.

Institutional Culture
Institutions must cultivate cultures that treat students as active 
partners in shaping educational experiences. This involves struc-
tures for student voice in governance, opportunities for under-
graduate research, and recognition that students bring valuable 
knowledge and perspectives to the educational enterprise [47].

The concept of "students as partners" challenges traditional hier-
archies and positions students as collaborators in curriculum de-
sign, pedagogical innovation, and institutional decision-making.

The New Student Mandate
The new student mandate in higher education is characterized by 
evolving expectations, new forms of accountability, and a focus 
on demonstrated outcomes. Students are increasingly expected 
to take ownership of their educational trajectories, making in-
formed decisions about programs, modalities, and credentials 
that align with their goals.

This mandate extends beyond individual achievement to encom-
pass ethical responsibility. As recipients of societal investment 
in education, students bear obligations to contribute their knowl-
edge and skills to the common good. The purpose of education, 
as Dewey  argued, is not merely individual advancement but the 

cultivation of citizens capable of contributing to democratic so-
ciety [48].

The integration of artificial intelligence into educational en-
vironments creates new dimensions of this mandate. Students 
must learn to use AI tools responsibly, understanding both their 
capabilities and limitations, and developing the judgment to 
know when AI assistance is appropriate and when human insight 
is essential.

Conclusion
Let us put it plainly. The old model—student shows up, absorbs 
content, leaves with a credential—is not just outdated. It was 
probably never true. Learning doesn't work that way. It never 
did. What actually happens, when it works, is messier: students 
wrestle with ideas, push back against professors, form half-
baked theories and abandon them, collaborate with people who 
see things differently. They aren't receiving knowledge. They're 
making it. Constructivist theory says this. Transformative educa-
tion says this. Self-determination theory says this. The research 
caught up to what good teachers always knew. But here's what 
worries me. Saying students should be "co-creators" is easy. 
Building universities that actually allow it is something else. 
Most institutions still run on control: fixed curricula, standard-
ized tests, faculty who lecture and students who listen. Changing 
the language doesn't change the structure.

The competencies we keep naming—self-regulation, criti-
cal thinking, collaboration, communication, the willingness to 
keep learning after the degree is done—aren't just career skills. 
They're what a person needs to live a decent life. To stay sane 
when things fall apart. To change your mind without losing 
yourself. That's not a small thing. And it's not something you 
can measure on an exam. Freire said the relationship between 
teacher and student should be horizontal, not vertical. Mutual 
respect. Real dialogue. A shared commitment to figuring things 
out together. That sounds idealistic. It is idealistic. It's also the 
only version of education worth defending. Because the stakes 
aren't abstract. Climate breakdown. Algorithmic control. Politi-
cal fracture. Pandemics. These aren't problems for future gener-
ations to solve—they're here, now, accelerating. The question is 
whether universities will keep producing people trained to fol-
low instructions, or whether they'll start producing people capa-
ble of thinking clearly under pressure, working with others who 
don't agree with them, and acting on what they know even when 
it's inconvenient.

The shift from consumer to co-creator isn't a pedagogical tweak. 
It's about what kind of people we're sending into a world that's 
coming apart and being rebuilt at the same time. Get it wrong 
and we've failed at the one thing education is actually for.
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