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Future U

“Class!” said the teacher. The class went silent, “I want you to pay attention, we have a speaker coming who will be here to talk to you about a subject that interests many if not all of you.” Angela raised her hand excitedly, but before she was called on blurted out, “Who’s coming!?” dropping her head as she did; as if she had been physically restraining herself until she could no longer hold it in. A knock came before the teacher could answer; everyone’s head turned as the teacher headed to the door with a smile on his face.
A slender young man in his thirties walked in, younger than they expected a rector to be, he looked tall, but that may have been because the teacher wasn’t very tall at all. They greeted each other and hugged, the man’s long dark hair and bushy beard gave him a mysterious aura and allure that the class could only stare at. “Ladies and gentlemen joining us today is my old student and newly appointed rector of Future University, Cristian Costa!” he said as he walked over to a tall chair he had placed at the front of the class and motioned for his visitor to join him. The stranger walked over to the chair smiling as the teacher motioned him to sit. He acquiesced and with a quick wave began, “Hi guys, as my old econ teacher just mentioned, I am Cristian and I’m here to talk to you about some of the things we do at Future U; and also about the direction I hope the University takes in the future.” The teacher sat attentively at his desk and chimed in, “The class is all yours, take it away.”
Cristian thanked his old teacher with a quick but affectionate nod and asked, “OK, now just to make sure, you are all about to finish school, right?” “Yes” responded the class in unison. “Good, and one other question, how many of you are planning to attend Future U here in the city?” All but one of the twenty students raised their hand, “OK, good” said Cristian with a look of disbelief that quickly morphed into a big smile. “I think this could be very interesting for all of you, and…” he said as he smiled and motioned to the lone student who didn’t raise his hand, “in the end, some may consider Future U a viable option to take the next step in their education.” The class laughed, “As the newly appointed rector of Future U, I am the administrative and educational head of the University, and as such I am here in part, to do some research, because in the end my job is to serve you the students and society as a whole” Cristian added. He then produced phone from his pocket and continued, “Your new best friend” he said as smiled and gestured to the phone. “Um, my phone is already my best friend” Camila exclaimed from the back of the class. “You think so now,” countered Cristian, “but wait until you receive your University issued devices. Of course, you get your standard tablet, phone, desktop or laptop, but the real soul, so-to-speak, of these devices is the ever-improving AI we have built into it. You can of course download it into any device, our aim is for it to fully complete our whole ‘suite of educational offerings,’ to be the tool that completes a set of what we hope is one of the best learning toolkits to facilitate your stay at Future U and beyond.”  “So, we get to keep it after university?” asked Leo, “Yes of course” Cristian answered. “Our students and faculty have worked to make this for a few years now and after extensive testing we have released it to our students this past year. Next year will be our school’s twentieth anniversary, since 2030 we have strived to always help further education for all, whether they attend our school or not; and we will release it to the public for anyone to use as our way of celebrating our mission and our continued pursuit of extending higher education to anyone and everyone for twenty years now. It learns from our students and helps tailor learning to the student, it will clear any and all doubts students may have in a way that could only have been achieved, even five years ago, with a personal tutor, and even then, with mixed results. We hope this is the tool educators have been searching for to finally personalize education for each and every student at all levels of education.”
Cristian stood up and began pacing. Ok so this is a personal finances class right, “Yup” responded Angela, “Good! Glad to see people take an interest in their finances, but I don’t think any of you are here to study to be accountants, right? we have algorithms for most of that now. So, my question is, What DO you want to do once you finish university?” Daniel slowly raised his hand from his corner of the classroom, “Yes, go ahead” said Cristian. “Well I wasn’t really sure for a while what to study and I’m still not sure what exactly I want to do after university; but I really like art, more specifically painting and I’m also really interested in law and computer science, more-so law than computer science, so I’m going to be doing that new program you guys just made about practicing law for technology of the future, plus your art major.” “Excellent, just excellent that is exactly what I am here to talk to you guys about.” Daniel shrunk into his seat and blushed a little. “It’s called ‘Law for the Future of Technology, by the way, the program,” Daniel smiled, Cristian continued “at Future U our aim isn’t for you to become rich and famous and donate a library to the school, when the school was founded our only aim was to create a space for people to pursue their passions and prepare them to pursue those passions once they no longer had the structure offered by the university. We want to help our students learn what they need in order to participate meaningfully and responsibly in society, so when you tell me that you are going to university to pursue a degree that we specifically created with those aims in mind, tells me that we are, at least, on the right path. That program takes into account the fact that the world changes and we must prepare our students to be able to meet those changes head on and either embrace them if they think they are for the better or work to improve them if they think they are detrimental. Our aim isn’t to tell you what to think, it is to help teach you to form your own opinions and then be confronted with opposing views. This is also why we encourage any and all to attend our classes, whether that be in our massive online courses, commonly called MOOCs, or to enroll in the classes in person; looking at society from the point-of-view of someone with a life different than our own can only enrich the human experience and help us to become more open and conscientious.”
As if coming out of a trance Cristian stepped back and blinked, “Well as you can see I could rant on and on about education, I’m vey passionate, but as an aside and back to you” he said motioning to Daniel, “I’m sorry what’s your name?” he asked, “Daniel” responded Daniel. “Daniel, OK,” Cristian noted, “If you’ve kept up with the news about rights for AIs, you’ll know that there’s a big case in the courts at the moments regarding the Watson computer and its rights. Well, the lawyer currently heading that case is actually a personal friend of mine, and will teach a course for the program you’re going to enroll in. Interesting stuff you’re getting into, engage as much as possible in all the ways that interest you and even in some that don’t. I HOPE you do, but I think you’ll really like the courses.” “I have some water here for you if you like” interjected the teacher. “Thanks” Cristian said as he walked over to the teacher’s desk to grab the bottle he was offered.
As he walked back to the chair and took a sip from the bottle he asked, “Anyone else willing to offer up their course of study?” Angela raised her hand, “Go ahead” called out Cristian as he pointed to her, “OK… I am going to school to do a double major too, but I want to study elementary education and architecture.” “Great, now--” Cristian began, “But if it gets too difficult I’m going to drop elementary education and then just focus on architecture and take education up again once I get a job because I don’t know really know what I’d like to do in elementary education” interrupted Angela, finishing her sentence with some finger fidgeting. Cristian smiled, “Good” he said hesitantly, “Is it my turn?” The class let out a laugh, “Yeah, go ahead, sorry” Angela replied, slightly apologetically. “Honestly, I’m impressed, it seems to me that you guys have already embraced what our school’s philosophy is all about. We expect all of our students to be able to study and pursue their passions within the school, and we hope that everyone feels encouraged enough to create a niche for themselves and find other people who share their passions if something they want to learn about is not already on offer. So yes, if you feel you need to take on each major separately, by all means do so we try to accommodate all learners and all the different lives our students lead. If something calls to you in the elementary education field please study it, because who knows what contribution whether big or small, you’ll be able to make. By the way elementary education has changed a lot in these past few years it’s way different than what you guys went through, you guys know that, right?” Some students nodded others merely paid attention to hear what came next. “With the inclusion of different aspects for everyone’s benefit, things have really changed, things like emotional intelligence, first aid, public speaking, or even personal finances, like this class!” Cristian said enthused “have been added, also, necessary ‘core’ classes have been improved, like math to make it more tangible and useful for improved comprehension or even things like language learning, which as some of you might know, schools struggled with in the past. Society needs you guys to be more educated than people were, even thirty years ago, so by the time you guys enter school you need to have way more knowledge than people did even when I was in school. At Future U, particularly in education we really strive to positive impact, particularly in this city because if society needs more knowledgeable college students then we definitely need more knowledgeable elementary school students and middle schoolers, and high schoolers” he concluded smiling raising his arms and opening his hands as he gestured at the students.
Cristian took his water bottle and sipped from it. He put it down, “What was the other major you said, er-?” “Angela, and it’s Architecture” she offered as she smiled. “Sorry,” Cristian replied, “as you’ll see I tend to go off on tangents, especially in subjects I’m knowledgeable about. Architecture…at the moment our Architectural program is finishing up the facelift, pardon the expression, we gave it. Actually, it’s not the only program to have changed recently and I’m working with the staff and students in different departments, and even some companies to improve and modernize others for, probably…the next 10 years, then we’ll probably have to do it again.” he concluded as he looked into the distance deep in thought about what that entails. With his attention back on the class, he continued, “At the pace innovation is occurring we have to keep adding more and more learning resources to the departments as they become available, if we’re going to prepare you to enter the workforce the more any industry changes the more we have to adapt, otherwise the education you receive won’t be meaningful, it could be obsolete. Anyway!” Cristian continued chuckling a bit to himself, “back to architecture, I mean what can I say architects build the world we see around us, architects are one of the many professionals that could be called the unsung heroes of our times. Artists within their own right we try expose people in this major to as many artistic influences as possible, and we encourage a lot of interaction with other people in professions that interact regularly with architects, civil engineers for example; but also, more recently professions like mechanical engineers, people who design the products that go within buildings, so that they can more peacefully coexist and even complement each other. Actually, fun fact for you guys, that movie that recently came out that was an interactive…VR-animated…stop-motion film…what was it called?” Cristian snapped his fingers as he tried to recall the name of the film, “it was in the news a bit.” Nobody answered, the students looked around, some with a perplexed look, others blankly, “Well the name’s not important, it was kind of an indie film anyway” Cristian said, “but the point is the director and the lead background designer met in a painting class at Future U! The background designer was an architecture major and the director was a film major, I thought that was pretty cool, and not to toot my own horn, or the school’s I should say, but the painting class was included in both majors for two main reasons, the first was to expand the student’s artistic influences, and the second but equally important was to have people from different majors interact with people that they might otherwise never meet. These interactions aren’t meant exactly for people to find collaborators to work with in the future, if it happens that’s great, but their purpose is to have people be influenced by people who approach the class differently, or to repeat myself, have different points of view” Cristian finished triumphantly. “Wow, that IS pretty cool” chimed in Fabian. “Glad you agree” replied Cristian as he took another sip from his water bottle.
“Ok, any questions” offered Cristian, “Yeah, what’s up with the all the MOOCs at Future U” Diego sitting up front asked, raising his hand but not waiting to be called, “I mean don’t get me wrong I like them and all, but why do you have so many, are you guys trying to save space at the school or something?” “No, but excellent question, name please?” Cristian asked, “Diego,” came the reply. “Diego,” Cristian began “Massive-Open-Online-Courses” he enunciated as he emphasized every syllable with his hand as if he were conducting an orchestra, “the reason they exist is actually very complex, but ultimately it boils down to our philosophy that anyone should be able to study the courses we offer, they are free for anyone to join, whether they are full time students or not. Within our online courses there are forums that allow students to interact directly with their professors, so that any doubts or issues they may have, can be solved in a more personal way. Have any of you attended one of our online courses?” Five hands went up, “OK, a few of you. As you guys know when you’re on the forum you can ask questions for the professors to answer, but you also interact with other students, fulltime and non-fulltime AND professors from other universities, sometimes that particular class’ professor doesn’t get to answer the questions because the students already figured it out by the time they see it, or another professor helped them. The only difference for full-time students within the class is that the professors begin their time on the forums by answering THEIR questions better fulfilling their roles as mentors, and then since professors set their own schedules, finish their time on the forums, by answering any other unanswered questions or checking that the student answered questions are correct. Full time students, as you know, pay an enrollment fee there’s no tuition; in order to give full time students a little ‘added value’ so-to-speak, their questions just get prioritized in the professor’s feed. The forums allow students not only get to help and interact with other students in the same class, they also interact with students and professors from other universities as was the intention of the internet when it was created. That is, of course, only part of the answer, we also have many of these classes because they are practical. For a lot of our students who don’t come from abroad and don’t live on campus it doesn’t make sense to force them to drive to school, take a two-hour class, and then go home. Unnecessary traffic creation aside, the MOOCs cover material that can be covered from home without needing the students to be physically present making them beneficial even for those who live on campus. A philosophy lecture, for example, can be listened to in the same way, if not better at home, with the advantage that the students can pause and rewind if they need to hear anything again. This differs from something like a philosophy discussion, an online class may not even be possible if the class consists of one thousand students. Some classes, we feel, are better suited for an online platform, labs for example that require special materials are better served if people attend school. In person the professor can oversee students’ work and the materials can be provided, removing the need for students to pay for their material be it cheap or expensive, although in many instances it is expensive” finished Cristian. “This was the short version of the answer to your question” Cristian said, “I promise.” The class laughed, and even the teacher let out an enthusiastic chuckle.
“Any other questions,” Cristian asked, another hand went up, Cristian pointed to Cristina in the middle of the class, “Go ahead…” “Cristina” she responded. “Oh, we almost have the same name,” Cristian said as he chuckled. The class let out a bigger giggle and Cristina continued, “Well I actually have two questions, you said many departments are getting, like upgraded or something right?” Cristian nodded, “What does that mean exactly? And secondly, I also heard that exams at Future U are extremely hard, is that true?” “Glad to hear you guys are paying attention,” Cristian stated, “yes, we are ‘upgrading’ departments” he said as he signaled air quotes. “As I said before at Future U we need to prepare you in the best way possible to earn a living from your passions, if you want to study architecture for example” Cristian said as he gestured towards Angela, “you need to be able to enter a firm or create your own firm and interact with others within your industry and others who interact with your industry with the accepted standards. As Angela may be able to tell you, much of the work in architecture has moved into virtual reality; for modeling, stress testing, and presenting their work, the industry standard is virtual reality. We have to keep in contact with the leading firms in this field so that they can tell us what they are looking for when they hire to be able to offer our student’s the widest range of options possible when looking for a job, therefore we need to keep updating our departments as a whole, from the lecture the professor will give on the first day of class, to the whole required curriculum to graduate as an architect. That means buying the equipment necessary to teach students to perform their job adequately when they leave school, but also looking towards the industry’s trends and improving upon it as best we can. We try to pioneer innovations so that we not only play catch up to inventions, but actually we invent them, for architects for example we have developed a few programs in house with the help of our computer science and math departments to help facilitate some of the more complex parts of architectural design, the parts that couldn’t be done reliably by a computer before. And not only that, the AI loaded on university phones also allows students to view and review any part of a lecture they didn’t understand personalized by the AI to best suit an individual student’s learning style.” Cristian paused and took another sip of water, “That’s just one specific example, obviously in different fields different innovations are available, medicine, has begun using more and more technology as it has become more reliable leading us to create the major in Applied Robotics in Medicine, there we need to provide state of the art equipment for students to work on robotics, in order to advance the field.”
Cristian took a moment to breathe and continued, “and as for your other question Cristina, yes, exams are generally hard, there’s no other way to put it” Cristina gasped audibly, “however, I do have one statistic that may put you at ease, it’s one of the ones we at Future U are particularly proud of. On any given exam, in any given subject in ALL departments, at least ninety percent of students pass the exams, in forty-five percent of them we do have a ninety-five percent passing rate, and in twenty-one percent of exams in our school one hundred percent of the students pass.” The class was visibly surprised, some nodded and others even mouthed the word “wow” unable to actually conjure the sound. “Unfortunately for some of our students who dislike them,” Cristian continued, “exams are necessary, because degrees are necessary, our society requires them, our job is to serve the students as best as possible and for a lot of our students that means preparing them to work in a company, because let’s face it, we all need to eat. We haven’t yet figured out a way to discard the degree system, but if there is ever an alternative that serves our students better we will study it and if it proves to be a better solution we will implement it, we absolutely need to evolve with the needs of our students, students are our sole reason for existing.”
[bookmark: _GoBack]“Well” Cristian paused, “I hope I didn’t bore you guys too much--” “No, no, not at all” the teacher interjected, I think I speak for all of us when I say this was excellently presented and very informative. “Oh well, thank you, I just hope I’ve been of service, after all my job IS to serve students, and maybe…” Cristian motioned to the student that won’t attend Future University, “Hector” said the teacher as he smiled and got up from his desk, “Hector will consider Future U to further his edu--” Cristian’s phone vibrated. He looked at it and apologetically said, “sorry I have to take this.” “Go ahead, don’t worry” responded the teacher, then, Cristian grabbed his bottle, opened the door and walked outside. “Well class, are you not entertained?” the teacher asked sarcastically, “I hope you enjoyed today’s talk and I hope it was helpful.” “It was” Fabian said as he smiled and nodded. Cristian opened the door and popped his head in, “Sorry, I have to go” he said, “Sure go ahead, I was just about to let the class go” the teacher replied. “Guys, I had a good time, bye” Cristian said to the class, as he waved and closed the door. “Alright guys you’re free to go” said the teacher, “I’ll see you guys next Monday.” As the class got up and left they replied, “See you Monday.”
