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Understanding the needs of digital natives.

Gen Z Higher Ed Trends: Shaping

the Future of Learning in 2025




INTRODUCTION

Welcoming Gen Z:

Redefining Higher

Education

Gen Z, born between 1997 and 2012, is
the first generation of true digital natives.

They value inclusivity, sustainability, and technological
innovation. As their influence grows, higher education
institutions face the challenge of meeting their needs while
preparing them for a rapidly changing world.

This guide highlights key trends, tools, and strategies to align

with the values of Gen Z students and showcase actionable
steps institutions can take to support these advancements.
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Top 8 Trends
Shaping Gen Z
in Higher Education




tal-First

pus Experiences

TREND 1

Gen Z expects institutions to provide seamless digital-first experiences,
from interactive campus tours to app-based services.

Technology that simplifies administrative processes and enhances convenience enables
them to focus on their academic goals. Institutions should invest in intuitive design and
advanced platforms to meet these expectations, ensuring a tech-forward identity that
resonates with Gen Z.
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CAMPUS INNOVATION AT ASU

Arizona State University has implemented a
comprehensive app that streamlines student
services, from course registration to campus
maps, showcasing how a digital-first approach
enhances student satisfaction.

Discover Their Impact: Learn more about

Arizona State University's innovative app.
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https://www.asu.edu
https://www.asu.edu

nalization in

e, ng and Design

Gen Z thrives on customization, favoring learning environments and digital
interfaces that reflect their individual preferences.

Whether through tailored degree paths or personalized online platforms, they seek
education that adapts to their needs. Prioritizing adaptive designs and dynamic course
offerings can significantly improve engagement and retention.

Conduct surveys and usability testing fo anderstand

student needs and design adaptive tools that support

fheir learning jourteys

P PERSONALIZATION THE NETFLIX WAY

Netflix’s personalized content
recommendation system demonstrates the
power of customization. Universities can apply
similar adaptive technology to deliver tailored
learning resources to students.

Explore the Concept: See how Netflix
leverages personalization here.
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https://www.netflix.com
https://www.netflix.com

Inclusivity and

’\epresentation

TREND 3

Diversity and equity are critical to Gen Z, who expect their institutions to
reflect these values in leadership, curricula, and overall environment.

Universities can foster inclusivity by cultivating a sense of belonging that
empowers students to thrive both academically and socially. By embedding
these principles into everyday practices, institutions can build a more engaged
and harmonious campus culture.
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P LEADING WITH DEI AT MICHIGAN

The University of Michigan’s DEI (Diversity,
Equity, and Inclusion) initiatives, paired with
digital campaigns, highlight the importance of

representation and inclusive messaging.

Learn More About DEI: Read about the
University of Michigan’s initiatives here.
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https://diversity.umich.edu
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r-Ready Skills

- d Credentials

With a focus on career readiness, Gen Z values education that bridges the
gap between academia and industry.

They look for programs offering real-world applications, micro-credentials, and
experiential learning opportunities that align with their career goals.
Universities that prioritize these elements can foster stronger connections with
students, ensuring their education feels relevant and impactful.

Partner with industry |eaders to co-create

certification prograras and m’requm hands-on
‘ experiences into curricula,

P JOB-READY SKILLS BY GOOGLE

Google Career Certificates provide
practical, job-ready skills and serve as an
example of how partnerships can
enhance career readiness.

Discover the Program: Learn more about

O O
® Google

Google Career Certificates here.
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https://grow.google/certificates
https://grow.google/certificates
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mpact and

tainability

TREND 5

Gen Z is deeply committed to sustainability and expects their institutions
to demonstrate similar values.

From reducing campus waste to integrating sustainability into curricula, universities
that align with these priorities will remain competitive. They are increasingly drawn to
institutions that actively incorporate renewable energy initiatives, sustainable building
practices, and green certifications into their operations.

PROVEN STRATEGY IN ACTION

H'\%h\i(a\nt institutional sustainability
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students in green ()rokec’rs.

P UC'S CARBON NEUTRALITY LEADERSHIP

The University of California system'’s
Carbon Neutrality Initiative shows how
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institutions can lead by example in
sustainability efforts.

Explore Their Impact: Read about the Carbon

Neutrality Initiative here.
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https://www.universityofcalifornia.edu/news/university-california-adopts-new-stronger-climate-action-goals
https://www.universityofcalifornia.edu/news/university-california-adopts-new-stronger-climate-action-goals

gmented and Virtual

R/VR) in Learning

TREND 6

AR and VR technologies captivate Gen Z by transforming theoretical
concepts into immersive, interactive experiences.

These tools are particularly impactful in STEM, healthcare, and creative arts, offering
students a hands-on approach to learning. By enabling students to explore scenarios
that would otherwise be inaccessible, such as virtual surgeries or historical
reconstructions, AR and VR bring education to life in innovative ways.

Tncorporote AR/\R into curriculum design
to create eXperim’r‘m\ learving op()or’rum’ﬂes
that (\eepm compre\nens\on.

P STANFORD'S VR LEARNING REVOLUTION

Stanford University’s Virtual Human Interaction
Lab uses VR to simulate real-world scenarios,
enhancing learning outcomes in psychology
and communication.

Experience the Innovation: Learn more about
Stanford’s VR lab here.
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https://vhil.stanford.edu
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Al-Powered

Wi pport Systems

Al-driven solutions are essential for Gen Z, providing personalized academic support,
course recommendations, and efficient administrative assistance.

These tools free up staff resources while offering students tailored
support. By leveraging advanced algorithms, institutions can proactively
identify and address student needs, fostering a more personalized and
efficient educational journey.

Use AT tools to automate FAQs, streamline
adwiinistrative processes, and prov\(\e
persom\'\zed acadenic %umance.

P Al CHATBOT SUCCESS AT GSU

Georgia State University’s chatbot, Pounce,
has significantly improved student retention
by providing real-time, Al-driven assistance to
answer common questions.

Discover Their Approach: Read about
Pounce here.
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https://news.gsu.edu/2022/03/21/classroom-chatbot-improves-student-performance-study-says/
https://news.gsu.edu/2022/03/21/classroom-chatbot-improves-student-performance-study-says/

mification and
S ctive Learning

Gamification adds an engaging, competitive edge to education, turning
learning into an interactive and rewarding experience.

Gen Z appreciates game-based strategies that make education feel less like a
chore and more like an achievement-driven journey. By integrating elements like
challenges, leaderboards, and rewards, gamification also fosters collaboration and
critical thinking, making the learning process both fun and impactful.

Design %am\ﬁed wiodules for difficult
subjects and reviard students with (\i(z'\ta\
badges for comp\e’rm% key wilestones.

P GAMIFIED LEARNING WITH DUOLINGO

Duolingo’s gamified approach to language
learning demonstrates how interactive
elements can make challenging tasks
enjoyable and engaging.

Try It Yourself: Explore Duolingo’s gamified

features here.
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https://www.duolingo.com
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Vanderbilt University
Website Redesign

Vanderbilt University needed a digital overhaul to resonate with Gen Z’s
expectations for accessibility, inclusivity, and cutting-edge design.

Vanderbilt University aimed to redesign their website to meet the expectations of Gen Z by
enhancing accessibility, usability, and innovation. The objective was to create a visually
appealing, user-friendly platform that resonated with modern audiences while maintaining the
university's prestigious reputation for excellence.

To achieve this, the process began with extensive discovery efforts, including surveys and focus groups with
current and prospective students. These insights informed the design phase, where a responsive and modern
interface was developed, prioritizing seamless navigation and engaging user experiences. The development phase

integrated Al-driven tools to personalize content and functionality, ensuring the website met diverse user needs.

The outcomes were transformative. Vanderbilt experienced increased site traffic and user satisfaction, reflecting
the effectiveness of the new design. The website’s accessibility improvements earned recognition for WCAG
compliance, highlighting its inclusivity. Positive feedback from students and staff praised the usability and

aesthetics, cementing Vanderbilt's position as a leader in higher education digital experiences.
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CONCLUSION

Meeting Gen Z’s expectations requires higher
education institutions to embrace innovation,

inclusivity, and flexibility.

By understanding these trends and
implementing actionable strategies, colleges and
universities can remain relevant and /mpactful
in a competitive landscape.

| About Oak Theory
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Oak Theory is a design and development studio
specializing in transformative digital experiences
tailored for educational institutions.

By understanding the unique needs of Gen Z, we
create innovative solutions that drive engagement
and foster success. Let us help your institution stay
ahead of the curve, reach out to explore how we can
collaborate to transform your digital landscape.

Connect With Us Today >

‘ VERONICA SHELTON & HANNAH RYU
CO-FOUNDERS OF OAK THEORY



https://oaktheory.co/contact/

