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Foreword

The transition from higher education to the
workforce s a significant milestone. It shapes the
trajectory of individual lives and the
competitiveness of global economies. Inthe
United States, that transitionis already being
redefined by artificial intelligence, and the
question thisresearch posesis not whether
studentsin the United States are ready for the Al
era. Itiswhetherhighereducationinstitutions and
employers are ready forthem.

Thisresearchis the product of deliberate
collaboration between Pearson and Amazon Web
Services (AWS). Pearson brings decades of
experienceinthe science of learning, curriculum
design, assessment, and credentialing. AWS
brings directinsightinto how Al is deployedinside
the organizations that graduates are entering, as
well as the skills those organizations now require.
Together, we set out to understand how higher
education andthe workforce are aligninginan
Al-drivenworld.

Across six countries, we listened to 2,711learners,
educators, university leaders, and employers. The
United Statesreveals a striking paradox. Itis a
globalleaderin Al development, yet proximity to
thatinnovation has not yet produced Al-ready
graduates. StudentsinU.S. highereducation are
already fluent users of these tools. What they have
hadless opportunity to dois work alongside Alin
applied settings.

The gapisnotinexposure to Al, butinthe
opportunity to work withit, anditis one that higher
educationinstitutions and employers must close
together. Aldoes not diminish the value of human
judgment, ethical stewardship, creativity, or
collaboration. Itraises the premium on every one
of them. Closing this gap will require more than any
single organization can deliveralone: shared
evidence,common standards, and sustained
collaboration between those who drive learning
andthose who shape work.

Students across the United States have always
met the moment when we have giventhem the
chance. Ourtask, yours and mine, is to get them
ready.

Art Valentine
President of Assessment & Qualificationsand U.S.
Country Ambassador for Pearson

Valerie Singer
General Manager, Global Education
Amazon Web Services

Reduce friction. Build the bridge.

Alreadinessis not owned by higher education orindustry alone.
[tis built — orbroken —in the transition between them.

Readthe fullreport: pearson.com/ai-readiness
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The social contract between highereducationand
the workforce haslongrested onapowerful
premise: highereducationinstitutions equip
graduates withworkforce readiness. Across the
globe, therapidintegration of Alinto workplaces
is outpacing the adaptive capacity of higher
education, presentinginstitutions with a critical
choice. They must eitheraccelerate the cadence
of curriculum transformation orrisk graduating
cohorts of students who are not properly
equipped forthe Al-enabled workforce. The
distance betweeninstitutionalintentand graduate
outcomesremains one of the most consequential
challengesin educationtoday.

This distanceis especially instructive in the United
States (US). From the perspective of the extent of
itsindustrial activity, few nations are asinvestedin
the technology. The USis the world’s foremost
developer of artificial intelligence (Al). Companies
inthe US produced 59 notable Almodelsin 2025,
more than any othernationinthe world; farand
away the leaderamong the marketsin this
research.'US private investmentin Alreached
$285.9 billionin 2025, whichis 23 times the
amountinvested by China.? Organizational
adoptionhasreached 88%.3By almost every
measure of Aldevelopment, the countryis a global
leader.

Yet, by almost every measure inthisreport, the
country’s highereducationinstitutionslag. USHE
leadersreport the lowest levels of institutional Al
investmentin the study. US faculty are described
as having the weakest comparative capability
ratings of any market. The integration of Alinthe
formal curriculumis the thinnest. The learner
cohortreports the second-lowest Al readiness of
any market surveyed, despite operatingin the
most Al-saturated environment.

Consequently, the US provides avaluable lesson:
proximity to Alinnovation does notlead to
graduate Alreadiness. When the pace of industry
innovation and the pace of institutional response
move at different speeds, the distance between
themimpacts graduates. Inthisinstance, the
outcomeis alack of professional maturity that US
employersrank as theirmost urgent challenge
when it comestonew hires. It also contributes to
inadequate practical Al experience; a weakness
that students themselves have identified as a
priority for theirinstitutions to address. And,
perhaps mostimportantly, graduates enterthe job
market with a skillset that is misaligned with the
demands of the Al workforce.

'Stanford University Institute forHuman-Centered Al (2026) The 2026 Al Index Report, Research and Development. Available at: https://hai.stanford.edu/ai-index/2026-ai-

index-report/research-and-development[Accessed: 4 June 2026].
2|bid.

3McKinsey & Company (2025) The State of AI2025. Available at: https://www.mckinsey.com [Accessed: 4 June 2026].
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Thisresearch examines what this means across the full ecosystem from higher education toworkin the US.
A synthesis of survey and interview data, along with secondary research, provides the evidence foran Al
Readiness Friction Framework.4 The data shows that successis notrandom, but it clusters around six
compounding friction points thatimpede progress precisely when speed matters most:

( Al Readiness Friction Framework )

-

Pace Friction

The widening gap between the speed of
Al-drivenworkplace change and the
slowercadence of curriculumand
institutional decision-making.

-

-
Capability Friction

Unevenfaculty andinstructorAl
capability, limiting consistentintegration
of Alinto learning experiences.

-

-
Experience Friction

AdisconnectbetweenaccesstoAltools
and structured opportunities to practice,
apply,anddemonstrate real-world
capability.

-

~N
Connection Friction
Weak feedbackloopsbetween
educationand employers, reducing
alignment betweenworkforce needs
andlearning design.
J
)
Governance Friction
The absence of clear, practical guidance
translating Alaccessintoresponsible,
governed practice, resultingin shadow
Aluse that carriesriskinto the workplace.
J
)

Skills Friction

Misalignment between the capabilities
graduatesdemonstrate and the applied
judgment, adaptability, and collaboration
employersrequireinAl-enabledroles.

J

“The findingsinthereportare based onasurvey of 2711respondents, including 503 stakeholdersinthe US, comprising learners (n=351), HE leaders (n=101), and employers
(n=51). Seepage 29 fordetails. Giventhe sample sizesinvolved, the datashould be read as directional patterns across the market. Where cross-market comparisons are

provided, these draw on the total sample across all sixmarkets.
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These frictions reinforce one anotheracross education and workplace systems. Rather than prescribing
one-size-fits-all solutions, this framework enables leaders to diagnose where frictionis most acute in their
contextandtargetintervention atroot causes rather than symptoms.

What follows is a snapshot of contemporary indicatorsin the US, with guidance to support every university,
regardless of its current status, to synchronize its Al readiness pathway with speed.

~
Chapterl

examines how fast Alis transforming the education-to-work pathway in the US, where the most

consequential misalignments are between university priorities and employer expectations of a
graduate’s experience and skills. It concludes with a consolidated portrait of the Al-ready

graduate.
)
\
Chapter 2
shifts the analysis to four dimensions of the Alreadiness divide: the scale and focus of
university investmentin Al; faculty capability as the primary vehicle for graduate Al readiness;
therelationship betweeninstitutional behaviorand student confidence; and, the governance
challenges created whenrules and practice are misaligned.
)
\

Chapter3

details the AlReadiness Friction Framework consisting of six points at which the education-to-
work transition most consistently breaks down. Thisincludes a friction-based analysis of the US
market’s specific readiness profile.

J

Takentogether, the datasetillustrates the conditionsin the US that have led to progressin delivering Al-
ready graduates, while also highlighting the specific challenges hindering full realization of this ambition.
ThisreportisforHEleaders and employers who are navigating the intersection of Aland highereducationin
the US and who are looking for evidence-based guidance on closing the Al skills gap, strengthening
workforce readiness, and building the industry partnerships that will shape the next generation of Al-
enabled graduates.
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Chapter 1: The landscape of Al-
driven education-to-work

transformation

The accelerating pace of Al-driven
change andinstitutional response

(11

You can’t out-compete technology by giving students more technology education.
What we’re finding from employers is that qualitative judgment and decision-making
under uncertainty is becoming far more important. Al gives you the input — but how do
you use your own judgment to arrive at the right decision? That’s what we are trying to
give our students: the human skills to complete the trifecta.”

Dr. RajEchambadi, President, lllinois Institute of Technology

Across markets, thereis strong consensus that Al
developmentis moving at a breakneck speed,
with two-thirds of stakeholders describingit as
‘extremely fast’ (23%) or ‘fast’ (44%). Stakeholders
inthe US, however, report amore relaxed
perception of the pace of change. US HE leaders,
inparticular, are underestimating the speed of Al
transformation compared to both their students
andtheirglobal peers, with only 40% of HE
leaders perceiving the pace as extremely fast/
fast. Instead, the plurality of HE leaders (42%) view
the pace as moderately fast, while another19%
characterize it as slow ornon-existent. US HE
leaders also hold the lowest perceptioninany
market that the pace will accelerate furtherover
the next two years.

US employers andlearners have a different view.
More than half (51%) of employers describe the
pace as extremely fast or fast, 11 points higher than
theirHE leader counterparts. 61% of US learners
agree, a significant 21-point divergence from the
HE leaderperception. Both groups are also more
likely than HE leaders to expect the pace of
changeto accelerateinthe nexttwoyears. This
muted institutional perception by leaders of HE
institutions will be a source of friction as the pace
of Al-driven change accelerates. When
institutions underestimate the pace of change,
theyrisk underinvesting in the capabilities that
pace demands.

AlReadiness: Building the Bridge from Higher Education to Workin the United States

Because US students are feeling the disruptive
pressure of Almore acutely than the leaders
structuring their curricula, universities risk falling
behind. Even HE leaders hold this view with only
16% believing that theirinstitutions are keeping
pace with most orall Aldevelopments. Indeed,
one-third (33%) of US HE leaders openly admit
that they are falling behind, an assessment thatis
shared by 29% of national employers.
Compounding this challenge, nearly oneinten US
HE leaders rationalize this lag by categorizing Al as
atrendtheinstitution ‘does not need torespond
to.' Thisis an operational reality that threatens to
leave US graduates structurally misaligned with
the immediate needs of the Al-enabled
workforce. Learners are noticing this gap, witha
quarter (27%) arguing that universities are
currently falling behind workplace changes.
Additionally, otherresearchers have noted that
longer-termissues such as the transfer of
university influence to Al systems and the
emergence of alternative models for skill
development put the university institution at
critical existential risk.®

5Beard, S.J.,Roehrick, K., Beadle, J., Brinkworth, G., Compton, M., Crawford, K.,
Ennion, M., Gharavi, L., Gordon, C. and Hillman, V. (2026) AHorizon Scan of Aland
HigherEducation: Fourteenlssues That May Transform the Sector. SSRN Working
PaperSeries, ID 6257318. Available at: https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.
cfm?abstract_id=6257318 [Accessed 21June 2026].



The evolving value of higher
education

It’s unsurprising given these dynamics that the value of a university educationisincreasingly being
questionedinthe US. US employers are broadly aligned (69 %) with the view of their peers across markets
that Almakes a university education more rather thanless essential. Amore measured view comes from
learners. Asmall segment does not see how Alhas changed the value of an education (14%), alongside
nearly half of students who believe Alhas actually increased the value of adegree. But, a sizable share of
currentlearners (31%) believe that the value has decreased; the only cohort more skeptical of its value is UK
learners (35%).

Views on the importance of university education

United States Cross-market average
eteasers (=) QI oo

p—— T AR = O

Don’t

More No change Less i

Essential Essential

Q. Which of the following statements is closest to your view about higher educationin the context of Al:

o Aldevelopments make university education MORE essential - graduates need the deep knowledge and
human skills that highereducation provides

o Aldevelopments make university education LESS essential - practical skills and experience matter more
thanformal degrees

o Aldevelopmentshaven'tchangedtheimportance of university education

This does not necessarily mean that US learners would eliminate university training altogether. Infact, less
than one-third of all stakeholders would sideline formal education for practical work experience alone.
Moreover, half of learners believe that the critical human skills at the heart of a university education are
becoming more valuable in an Al-driven environment, well above the cross-market average of 35%. Infact,
USlearners are disproportionately expecting these skills to be sufficient, which may be the consequence
of the type of curriculum that today’s faculty continue to prioritize.

AlReadiness: Building the Bridge from Higher Education to Workin the United States 8



Nevertheless, the view of these learners is that
universities need to be transformed to meet the
demands of the modernworkplace. When asked
what would mostincrease the value of their
education, US learners call for more practical
experience with workplace tools, more human
skills development, and more internship and
placement opportunities. The concern these
students shareis that a university educationis
notyet delivering the applied experience thatis
needed foran Al-enabled world. While US
learners have identified the problem, itis for
institutions and employers to act on a solution.

The majority of both employers and HE leaders
believe that a hybrid model of formal university
education and practical work experience
provides the best foundation for Al-enabled
careers. Indeed, US HE leaders are among the
most likely groups across markets to advocate
for this hybrid model. Ultimately, the demandis
foran evolution of the degree framework, rather
than an alternative toit, while at the same time
the university continues to be seen as the
institution best placed to develop the
compound skillset that an Al-enabled economy
demands.

Connecting the Al-ready US
graduate with the workforce

| see things in companies that are maybe one to two years out for higher education and
thatinforms my attempts to make wiser decisions at our university. | try to think about
what our students are going to walk into if they go work for any of these types of
companies; | think it’s going to be a very different landscape.”

Dr.JosephT. Yun, Director of Enablement, University of Pittsburgh

Although university remains a vital foundation for
careerreadiness, the perception of why itis
valuableis shifting. The current moment presents
highereducationinthe US with a historic
opportunity tolead in equipping graduates with
the compound skillset that employers value.
Delivering on that role requires clarity about what
employers need. Inthe US, thereis broad
agreement among US HE leaders and employers
that a blended skillset combining technical Al
literacy with critical human skills is what the
workforce demands. However, this alignment
breaks down at the level of specific priorities.

AlReadiness: Building the Bridge from Higher Education to Workin the United States

US HE leaders believe employers primarily value
communication and collaboration (42%) and
effective Altooluse (40%). Inreality, US
employers rank adaptability first (55%), followed
by communication and collaboration (53%) and
combining human judgment with Al capabilities
(47%). ForUS employers, proficiency in Al tool
useis a markedly lower priority (33%), outranked
by creativity and innovative thinking (35%). The
most glaring discrepancy in expectations
concerns adaptability, withan 18 -point distance
betweenwhat HE leaders (37%) believe and what
employers expect (55%).



Key competencies for Al-ready graduates: employer vs educator views

Perspective

HE Leaders

Priority 1

Altooluse

Priority 2

Humanjudgment + Al

Al Human
skills skills

Priority 3

Adaptability

capabilities

Overall
Humanjudgment + Al

capabilities

Communicationand

collaboration skills Adaptability

Employers

HE Leaders Communlc.atlon‘and Altool use HumarTJ.u.dgmenHAl
collaboration skills capabilities
United States [
0 Communicationand Humanjudgment + Al
Employers Adaptability collaboration skills capabilities

Q. HE Leaders: Based onyourunderstanding, which THREE of the following are MOST IMPORTANT to employers hiring
graduates today?

Q. Employers: Which THREE of the following are MOSTIMPORTANT when hiring graduates into your organization
today?

Questionaskedamong HE Leaders & Employers

Alessvisible, but equally important misalignment concerns critical thinking about Al outputs. US employers
rank this as a key graduate Alreadiness requirement, equal to Al tooluse, while USHE leadersrankiit 14
points lower. Further, only 12% of US employersrate recent graduate hires as excellent on this skill. Against a
cross-market average of 20%, and SaudiArabia’s 38%, thisis the sharpestinstance of a skill deficitinthe
US data. Itis also the dimension that US HE leaders most underestimate as an employer priority. In a market
where Al-generated content and Al-assisted decisioning are already mainstream, the ability to evaluate Al
outputsis abaseline professional requirement. US HE institutions are not yet designing for this standard.

AlReadiness: Building the Bridge from Higher Education to Workin the United States 10



An audit of eight skillcompetenciesreveals that US employers consistently rate recent graduates below
the cross-market average oneach one. These skillratings are explained, atleast in part, by what is being
formally taught.

Employerratings on graduate skill competencies

% of Employers rating graduates as “excellent” on each
competency

Skill competencies

Cross-market average

Creativity and innovation 27% 27%

Adaptability 24% 30%

Altooluse 24% 27%

Technical knowledge 24% 27%
Continuouslearningmindset | 22% 29%
kglr‘i:li;atlsevaluation of Al 12% 20% )

Q. Thinking about the recent university graduates your organization has hired in the past 2 years, how would you rate
their capabilitiesin each of the following areas? By ‘recent’ we mean those that have graduatedinthe past 2 years?
Questionasked among Employers

Sample Size: US Employers - 51, AllEmployers - 304

AlReadiness: Building the Bridge from Higher Education to Workin the United States n



Across the competencies measured, US learners
consistently report below-average course
coverage on key skills required for professional
practice. The one areawhere US curriculum
coverage approaches the cross-market average
isunderstanding how Al technologies work.
Students who can explain how Al works, but who
have not been provided with structured
opportunities to applyitinaprofessional
context, critically evaluate its outputs, or
integrateitinto authentic workstreams, are
theoretically prepared but practically unskilled.

Nevertheless, US employers are inagreement
about graduate strengths. They cite learning
agility and adaptability as the primary value
graduates bring to their organizations above the
cross-market average for this strength. This is
coupled with their ability to use Al and digital
tools. The challenge, however, is at the point of
integrationinto the workforce. Professional
maturity and workplace readinessiscitedasa
top challenge by 51% of US employers, whichis
the highest rate across all employers surveyed.
Thisis followed by limited practical experience,
limited understanding of workplace context, and
difficulty applying academic knowledge toreal
work scenarios. Less than half (45%) of US
employers say recent graduate hires are better
than those hired five years ago (vs. 60% cross-
market average); nearly a quarter (24%) say
graduates are worse prepared.

As with othermarkets, aninternal divergence
within US HE institutions may be contributing to
this picture. Across the study, educators and
administrators have reported different views of
what employers need. Where thisinternal divide
isunresolved, institutionsrisk operationalizing a
skills profile that fails to reflect employer
demand. The specific capabilities that
employersrank most highly are the kind of
relational, strategic, and ethical skills that are
prioritized in their view of the optimal Al
graduate. Addressing this skills gap is essentialin
translating the workforce demands into full
graduate Alreadiness.

A portrait of the optimal Al-ready

graduate

As universities struggle to keep pace with the changes driven by the Al-enabled workplace, the readiness
of graduates to enterthe workforce is atrisk. The term Al Readiness is increasingly used but rarely defined
with consistency across the education-to-workforce spectrum. Drawing on ourunderstanding of the
demands of employers, the strategic priorities of HE leaders, and the current behaviors of today’s
students, we have constructed a portrait of the ideal Al-ready graduate as a practical brief forwhat
institutionsinthe US are expected to produce.é Foracontemporary graduate, Al readinessis a multifaceted

construct that combines:

$Forafulldiscussion of the optimal Al-ready graduate framework, see Pearsonand Amazon Web Services (2026), Chapter]1.

AlReadiness: Building the Bridge from Higher Education to Workin the United States 12



1. Functional Proficiency

This set of skillsrepresents the type of human-in-
the-lead aptitude that employers demand. From
day one, graduates must arrive functionally fluent
inworkplace specific tools. They are able to apply
Altechnologies directly to professional workflows
with the ability to enhance their contribution
productively. Inthe US, only 28% of learners
report that how touse Al toolsis currently covered
extensively or quite alotintheir studies, below the
cross-market average of 40%. Importantly,
employerratingsreflect the gap: just 24% rate
recent graduates as excellent on Al tool use, also
below the cross-market average. Nearly three-
quarters of studentsreport using Al forresearch
frequently orvery often. Although functional
proficiencyis abaseline requirement, itis notyet
consistently deliveredinthe US.”

- J

3. Ethical Stewardship

This set of skillsinvolves a graduate’s ability to
serve as an ethicalfilterand arisk mitigation
manager foremployers, focusing on safety,
integrity, and the ethical deployment of
technology. While 85% of US learners are aware of
theirinstitution’s Al rules (47% definitely aware,
38% somewhat aware), only 34% are comfortable
being fully transparent with teaching staff about
their Aluse. Across markets, the specific ability to
critically verify Al outputs s cited as a significant
weakness by employerswhorankit as graduates’
weakest competency. Employersinthe US give
recent graduate hires the lowest ratingin the
study for this skillcompetency.

2. Strategic Intelligence

This set of skillsrepresents a graduate’s ability to
move beyond being a user of tools to a strategic
operatorwithinabusiness context. Thisranges
fromidentifying precisely where Aladds value to
anunderstanding of its potentialimpact.8 They will
have an appreciation forhow Al canbe deployed
as something more than a productivity or
efficiency shortcut withamacro-level
understanding of how Alimpacts anindustry
vertical to transform workflows. Inthe US, only
25% of learnersreport that critical thinking about
Aloutputsis covered wellin their studies and the
ability to work effectively alongside Al is the
least-covered curriculum topic. US employers’
ratings of graduates’ ability to apply academic
knowledge toreal work contextsis one of the
weakestinthe study, with only 16% characterizing
this skill as excellent.

- J

4. Critical Human Skills

This set of skillsrepresents a graduate’s
competency to provide whatno Almodel can:
humanjudgment, creative thinking, collaborative
and emotionalintelligence. Whereas Al automates
execution, the Al-ready graduate possesses the
relational and cognitive capabilities to bring
purpose and direction. They will bring an
adaptable, agile mindset ensuring they remain
relevant as the pace of change accelerates.?’°US
learners are more likely than theirglobal peers to
believe that critical human skills are a professional
differentiator, with nearly half saying that they
have become more valuable (48% vs 35%).
However, US employers rate skills like
adaptability, communication and collaboration
below the cross-market average.

- J

7Q3_4R1:How touse Al tools effectively: Towhat extent are each of the following coveredin your university studies? By this we mean taughtin the context of youracademic

programvs anyindependentlearningyoumightdo separately.

8Q3_8EMP: Which THREE of the following are MOSTIMPORTANT when hiring graduatesinto your organization today?
?Stanford University Institute forHuman-Centered Al (2026) Al Index 2025: State of Alin10 Charts, 12 March. Available at: https://hai.stanford.edu/news/ai-index-2025-

state-of-ai-in-10-charts [Accessed: 12 March 2026].

1©OECD (2025) OECD Skills Outlook 2025: Building the Skills of the 21st Century for All. Paris: OECD Publishing. DOI:10.1787/26163cd3-en. [Accessed: 24 March 2026].
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The Optimal Al-Ready Graduate

Key capabilities and skill competencies"

Functional Al Proficiency

Ability touse Al tools
effectively

Skillsin prompting or

Critical Human Skills

Adaptability and continuous
learning mindset

Communicationand

instructing Al tools ®

Understanding of how Al
technologies work

- J

Ethical Stewardship

Critical thinking about Al
recommendations/outputs

Ability to evaluate and verify Al
outputs foraccuracy [

&

Optimal Al-Ready
Graduate

#® collaborationskills

Creativity andinnovative
thinking

Complex problem-solving/
emotionalintelligence

\_

)

Strategic Intelligence

Ability toidentify where Al can
createvalue

Understanding of Al'simpact
® onaspecificindustry

Understanding of Al bias,
fairness, and limitations

Data privacy and ethical
considerations

-

This portraitrepresents aconsolidated vision
that runs from matriculated student to
workforce-ready graduate. Buildingamore
effective path fromthe classroomto the
workplacerequires alignment on these core skill
competencies. Farfromrendering university
educationobsolete, the advent of Al reaffirmsits
criticalrole in fostering the technical, strategic,
ethical, and adaptable talent the workforce
expects.

Critical thinking about Al
recommendations/outputs

Ability to work effectively
alongside Al systems

\_

However, developing the Al-ready graduateis at
risk due to compounding frictions across the
education-to-work ecosystem. US graduates
currently perform below the cross-market
average onevery dimensionemployers assess.
Thisis not because they lack strengths, but
because theirinstitutional training does not
currently provide the framework for an effective
transitioninto the Al-enabled workforce. The
chapters that follow examine the institutional
conditions that are leading to this outcome and
where the most targeted and effective
interventions canbe made.

"N.B. Some key skillcompetencies are essential across more than one domain of capability. Forexample, critical thinking about Alrecommendations/outputsis a core skill
requiredto generate strategicintelligence as wellas to performas an ethical steward of Altechnologies.

AlReadiness: Building the Bridge from Higher Education to Workin the United States
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Chapter 2: Progress toward
institutional Al readiness:
investment, faculty capability,
graduate confidence and
governance

As US institutions andlearners adapt to a shifting technologicallandscape, the datareveals a picture thatis
defined by structural constraints, misalignedinvestment, and a distance between what institutions are
building and what graduates and employers need. USHE leadersreport areliable understanding of what Al
readinessrequires, but are limited by resource allocation, institutional capability, and workforce
connections. The focus of ouranalysisin this chapteris on four dimensions of institutional readiness: the
scale and focus of Alinvestment; the capability of faculty as the primary vehicle for graduate Al readiness,
the relationship betweeninstitutional behavior and student confidence; and the challenge of Al-
governance even where there is awareness of policy.

Institutional investment: scale,
focus, and friction

We organize our Al strategy into three buckets: Operational Efficiency, Student
Success, and Curricular Innovation. The first is about how we run the business of the
university. The second is about how we support the student from recruitment to
graduation. The third is the hardest thing: how do we change what we teach toreflecta
world where Alis a co-pilot?”

Dr. RajEchambadi, President, lllinois Institute of Technology

USHEleadersreport the lowest levels of significant Alinvestmentin the study, and the data conveys that
theseleaders see thisas aproblem. Only 10% of US HE leaders characterize theirinstitution’s Al investment
as significant. Against a cross-market average of 22%, this is the jointlowest rate inthe study. The plurality
(49%) reportlimited, minimal, orno investment. More than one-third (35%) of these leaders say their
institution’s currentinvestmentis somewhatinadequate to prepare graduates for the Al-enabled
workplace at arate above the cross-market average, and in contrast to Saudi Arabia where 92% consider
theirinvestment adequate orbetter. Only 6% of US HE leaders describe theirinvestment as more than
adequate, whichis also the lowest rate in the study. These leaders are aware that theirinvestment falls short
butlack the budget to bridge the distance.

AlReadiness: Building the Bridge from Higher Education to Workin the United States 15
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Where investment does exist, itis primarily
directedinward. Faculty training leads (61%),
followed by curriculum development (42%) and
purchasing Al tools (39%). These investment
priorities are strategically important: faculty
capabilityis the single-mostimpactful
investment for graduate readiness and we have
noted elsewhere in thisreport how curriculum
matters. The challengeis that this focusis
insufficiently balanced. When US employers are
asked what characteristics define an Al-ready
institution, they prioritize faculty Alknowledge
and teaching that effectively incorporates Al.
These are precisely the areas that US HE leaders
say theirinstitutions are investingin, but also the
areas where learnersreport theirlowest
satisfaction.

Most critically, USHE leadersreport an absence
of connectionwithindustry partners. In fact,
industry partnershipsranklastamong US
investment priorities, at 15 points below the
cross-market average (24% vs 39%) and 35
points below SaudiArabia. These investment
figures are just one dimension of a challenge of
an operationalreality where employer
engagementis weakerthanin othermarkets.
Only10% of US HE leaders report very frequent,
ongoinginteraction with employers, whichis half
the cross-market average. Evenwhen
broadening the scope of connectionto ‘regular’
interaction, the US still lags (34% vs 58%). Rather
than utilizing structured, data-driven workforce
intelligence, US institutionsrely onad-hoc
networks. The nation’sinstitutionsrely
exclusively oninformal channels at nearly twice
the cross-market average (30% vs 16%).
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Curriculum designinthe USis being made without timely signals from the employers who hire new
graduates. The misalignment betweenwhat US HE leaders believe employers value and what US employers
truly prioritize is due to this connection friction. Resolving this will require both additional investment as well
as a systematic commitment to employerrelationships that help shape the strategic direction of that
investment. Whetherinstitutions move aggressively or cautiously, they remain challenged by alabor market
thatisinnovating at pace. The implicationis not simply that more investmentis needed, thoughin many
marketsit clearlyis. Itis that thisinvestment needs to be more precisely triangulated for greater
effectivenessinbridging the education-to-work transition.

Faculty capability is a key
determinant of graduate Al

readiness

Investmentintools andinfrastructureis
undeniably important, but the primary driving
force of graduate Alreadinessis faculty
capability. Only 3% of US HE leaders
characterize theirfaculty’s Al capability as very
strong. Thisis the lowest rate inthe study against
across-market average of 13% and Saudi
Arabia’srate of 48%. Intotal, just oneinfiverate
fellow faculty as strong or very strong, while
more than half (56%) describe their capability as
mixed. Perhaps most concerningis that nearly
one quarter describe that capability asweak or
very weak for the highest combined weak
assessmentin the study.

This low capability rating is associated with low
levels of professional development and training.
Only 5% of US HE leaders describe training as
extensive andjust one quarter say that

opportunities are extensive or quite alot, whichis

considerably lower thanin markets like Saudi
Arabia (86%) and Vietnam (80%). Nearly a third
(32%) of US HE leadersreport that faculty
receive little orno Al training at all. Faculty must
develop theirknowledge and practice at the
pace that Alinnovationdemands. Todo so
requiresinvestment coupled with anequally
innovative pedagogical strategy.

Students are aware of theimpact of faculty
capability: when that capability is strong, they
benefit; whenitis weak, they lose confidence
and become dissatisfied. Only 18% of US
learners observe extensive orregular faculty Al
use, while just 4% say that they see most orall
faculty using Al. A further20% report seeingno
faculty Alusage at all. For the majority of US
students, Al-enabled teachingis the exception
ratherthanthe norm. Across multiple aspects of
Allearning, US learners are below the cross-
market average. Among these, the lowest
satisfaction score and the largest gap is with
hands-on practice opportunities. Thisis
followed by the quality of Alteaching and the
way Alis used by teaching staff. Each of these
areasis an expression of the level of faculty
capability.
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Learner satisfaction with elements of Al learning

% of Learners “satisfied” or “very satisfied” with each
element

Cross-market average

AccesstoAltoolsand
technologies 60% 68%
uGsueldance onappropriate Al 54% 65%
Amount of Alcontentin
curriculum 50% 58%
ilupport forquestions about 49% 65%
\s/\t/:%/fAl isused by teaching 49% 63%
Quality of Alteaching and
instruction 48% 61%
Hands-on practice

\ Opportunities 44% 57% Y,

Q. How satisfied are you with each of the following aspects of Al learning at your university?
Questionaskedamong Learners

Sample Size: US Learners - 351, All Learners - 1,955

The strongest satisfactionrankings concern access to Altools and technologies. US learners report having
betteraccessto Altechnologies thanthey do to quality Al teaching. Access without faculty-guided
practice places students at risk of developing habits that will hinder their professional capabilities.
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Institutional capability and graduate

confidence

Almost half of US learners feel that theiruniversity
is preparing them well or moderately well foran
Al-enabled workforce. Thisis below the cross-
market average of 61% but comparable to the UK
at48%. Nevertheless, only 20% would say their
personal Alreadiness is high, with another 23%
characterizing theirreadiness as low. The data
reveals that US learners are only marginally more
confidentin theirreadiness thaninthe UK, where
learners are the least confidentin their
preparedness. USHE leaders are also less
confidentin theirgraduates than their cross-
market peers, with a15-point difference in the
belief that they exceed employer expectations
(13% vs 28%,).

An essential contributorto learner confidenceis
the degree to which Alinstructionisintegrated
into the curriculum. Where faculty are most
capable and most actively engaged with Alin their
ownteaching, learners are most confident and
feelbetter prepared foran Al-enabled workforce.
What studentsin the US seemtorealize is that
without practical experience, the transition to the
workforce willbe more of a challenge. US learners
express the highest demand for practical
experience of any marketin the study. They
understand that the theoretical knowledge that
they have of Al will not measure up to how they will
be expectedtouse it professionally. These
findingsindicate a strong associative chain
running frominstitutionalinvestment to faculty
capability, thentolearner experience and,
ultimately, to graduate workplace readiness.

The governance challenge: shadow
Al and the ungoverned student

experience

In most markets, the governance challengeis
obvious; rules do not exist, learner awareness s
low, or policy has not kept pace with innovations
and behaviors. The challengeis differentin the US.
US learnersreport comparatively highlevels of
awareness of university Al rules: 47% are definitely
aware of official guidance, and a further 38% have
some awareness. Instead, the challenge for US
institutionsis building trust. Close to half (48%) are
comfortable disclosing their Alusage forsome
tasks but not others. Nearly 1in 5 (18%) are not
comfortable with any disclosure at all.

Thislack of trustis compounded by limited
satisfactionin provision. Like their cross-market
peers, US learners share similarlevels of
satisfaction with theiraccess to Al tools. But
satisfactionislow with guidance on appropriate Al
use (564%) and the way teaching staff use Al (49%).
The US learner cohort has access to tools but lacks
faculty-modeled practice that would contribute
to the development of responsible, workplace
ready capabilities. These studentsrisk developing
unguided, unaccountable habits that employers
identify as a governancerisk.
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Theimpact of shadow Alusage is consequential
and along-termrisk. The habits that students
develop during theireducation will shape how
they behave as ethical stewards in professional
contexts. Governance frameworks that fail to
cultivate trust, transparency, andresponsible
use are insufficient for building Al-ready
graduates. This governance frictionis one that
US institutions should prioritize as they look to
bridge the distance from education to work.

Ultimately, the goal of institutional governance
should be to build trust, not throughrule
awareness alone, but through behavioral
change. Whenrules move from being formulaic
or punitive, boundaries to becomingintegral to
the development of ethical stewardship,
universities can foster the conditions for
studentsto engage with Al openly, critically, and
with the confidence that will shape their
professionalllivesin an Al-powered economy."”

The broaderlessonis thatinstitutional capability
dependsonalignment. Markets where
investment, strategic priorities, faculty
capability, curriculum, and governance are
pullinginthe same direction are more likely to
produce graduates who are confident and
prepared. Where thereis friction (e.g., policies
Vs. experience, toolsvs. training, ambitionvs.
ethics), learners bearthe cost as they transition
from education to work.

?World Economic Forum (2025) ‘Responsible Alinhigher education: Building skills, trust and integrity’, World Economic Forum, 4 September. Available at: https://www.
weforum.org/stories/2025/09/responsible-ai-in-higher-education-building-skills-trust-and-integrity/ [Accessed 24 March 2026]; Legatt, A. (2026) ‘Here’show college
leaderscanclosethe Algovernance gapin 90 days’, Forbes, 19 March. Available at: https://www.forbes.com/sites/avivalegatt/2026/03/19/heres-how-college-leaders-

can-close-the-ai-governance-gap-in-90-days/[Accessed: 19 March 2026].
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Chapter 3: A framework for a
shared direction

The Al Readiness Friction Framework

Bridging the distance between higher education and work, frominstitutional intent to graduate Al
readinessisreal, measurable, and widening. The Al Readiness Friction Framework provides a tool for
identifying where the most consequentialinterventions lie. Itillustrates where the education-to-work
transition most consistently breaks down. These frictions reinforce one another but are not fully dependent
onone another. Thisreport has outlined how the dynamics that underpin the six frictions operatein
compounding procedural relationshipsimpacting graduate Alreadiness. This diagramillustrates a
hierarchy that moves from macro-systemic drivers to institutional implementation and finally to individual
learner outcomes.

Al Readiness Friction Framework

Pace Friction
The system cannot adapt fast
enough tokeep up

The widening gap between the speed of
Al-drivenworkplace change and the
slowercadence of curriculum
developmentandinstitutional decision-
making.

Capability Friction

Institutions cannot teach what their

Connection Friction
The efforts betweenemployers and
institutions are notinsync

Weak feedbackloopsbetween
educationand employersreduce
alignmentbetweenworkforce needs
andlearning design.

Governance Friction
Policies are fragmented and fail to

faculty have notlearned .O. effectively guide behavior
Uneven faculty andinstructor Al D The absence of clear, practical guidance
capability limits consistent and forresponsible Aluse leads to shadow
confident integration of Alinto learning adoptionandunmanagedrisk entering
SREISANCSS. the workplace.
Experience Friction Skills Friction
Accessinthe absence of What employers require and what
application fails to produce applied  — | graduates demopstr'ate are
Al fluency “ v fundamentally misaligned

[ X - .
AdisconnectbetweenaccesstoAltools ) Misalignment betweenthe capabilities

and structured opportunities to practice,

apply,and demonstrate real-world
capability.

graduatesdemonstrate and the applied
judgment, adaptability, and collaboration
employersrequireinAl-enabledroles.

Faculty capability defines the extent of a student’s applied experience, while the pace of institutional
investment and transformationinforms the development of effective governance. The frequency and
quality of employerengagement determines how well the curriculum and educational experience reflects
workforce reality. Ultimately, high frictionin any single area will result in bottlenecks elsewhere in the
education-to-workforce ecosystem that begins with globaltechnological shifts and concludes with a
deficitinindividual graduate Al readiness. But these frictions are also discrete and addressable. Reducing
friction at any single point has the potential to generate benefits across the ecosystem.
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Friction profile of the US

No market s friction free. The US is no exception and has a distinctive friction profile that positionsitas an
incremental pragmatist alongside the UK. Despite being a globalleaderin Alinvestment, the US HE sector’s
inward-facinginvestment has kept connectionfriction high. Industry partnerships are consistently
deprioritized relative to internal processes. The resultis high capability friction, with the lowest faculty Al
ratingsin the study and limited Al coverage inthe student experience.

Pace Friction: accelerating, but stillunderestimated

Thisfrictionreveals the structural misalignment between the exponential speed of Alinnovationand the
linear, multi-year cadence characteristic of institutional curriculum design and accreditation cycles. In
the US, this friction operatesin a paradoxical manner: the country that leads the world in Almodel
development and private investmentis alsowhere HE leadersreport the lowest perception of pace of
change. Only 40% of US leaders describe Al-driven change as fast or extremely fast; against a cross-
market average of 67%, this makes them the cohort of HE leaders with the lowestrate in the study. Yet, the
pace of changeinthe US ecosystemis the highestin the world.®

Only16% of US HE leaders believe theirinstitutions are keeping pace with Al-driven change, a shortfall
validated by employers. Employers are more likely than HE leaders to describe the pace as extremely
fast/fast(51% vs 40%). Structural barriers to curriculum development compound this friction. What
primarily hinders these institutionsis neitherlengthy approval processes noruncertainty about what
needsto change;rather, they are constrained by the capacity to accommodate andresolve the
challenges driving pace friction. US HE leaders are the most likely to cite faculty workload and competing
curriculum priorities, at arate higherthan their cross-market peers.

ConnectionFriction: weak feedback loops across the education-to-work
ecosystem

This area of frictionrefers to the absence orunderdevelopment of feedbackloops and partnership
infrastructure betweenindustry and academialeading to misaligned views on graduate Alreadiness. The
US connectioninfrastructureis especially weak. Only 10% of USHE leadersreport very frequent, ongoing
employerinteraction. Additionally, 34% reportregularinteraction of any kind, against 94% in Saudi
Arabia, 84%inVietnam, and a cross-market average of 58%. The number of HE leaders whorely on
informal, ad-hoc channels forgatheringworkplace intelligenceis nearly double the cross-market
average (30% vs 16%).

Citing a deficitin practical experience as amajor hiring challenge, this frictionis compounded by the rate
at whichemployers are evolving their graduate requirements. Because US employers are rapidly evolving
theirorganizations, they are not yet able to provide timely intelligence to universities to adapt to
workforce needs. The US education-to-work pipeline requires deliberate action by university leadership
to prioritize industry partnerships to turnweak ties into a data-driven, co-designed framework to deliver
Al-ready graduates.

*Microsoft AlEconomy Institute (2025) Global AlAdoption 2025. Redmond, WA: Microsoft Corporation. Available at: https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/corporate-
responsibility/topics/ai-economy-institute/reports/global-ai-adoption-2025/[Accessed: 25 March2026].
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Capability Friction: professional development is lagging industry demands

Capability friction highlights the uneven distribution of Alknowledge and skillsamong faculty, which prevents
the consistentintegration of Alinto the studentlearning experience. Thisis the internal bottleneck through
whichallinstitutional ambition must pass. This frictionis severe in the US. In the firstinstance, only 3% of USHE
leadersrate theirfaculty’s Al capability as very strong, while only 5% report that faculty training is extensive.
Further, nearly one-third (32%) report that theirteaching staff receive little tono Al training at all. The
consequence of this capability frictionis felt directly by students. Only 18% report observing regular faculty Al
useinthe classroom. Less than half of all students feel satisfied with the level and quality of Alinstruction, one of
the lowestratesin the study.

One source of this frictionis structural. US HE leaders are the most likely in the study to cite faculty workload as
the primary barrier to curriculum adaptation. In addition, UNESCO highlights the impact of educatoranxieties
abouttheimpact of Altechnology ontheir profession as well as a perceived threat to academic integrity
inhibiting adaptation. These concerns are not unique to the US, butin a market where governance hasleaned
towardrestriction, they may be contributing to the limitsin faculty capability. Building this capability will require
structural adjustments as well as a shiftin culture.

Governance Friction: learner shadow Al usage is outpacing institutional policy

Thisfrictionis driven by limitationsin translating Al tool accessinto governed, equitable infrastructure and
guardrails that engender an environment of mutual trust. Rule awarenessis reported to be relatively highin the
US. Although the trust that learners have in theirinstitutionsis greater thanin other marketsinthe study, a critical
vulnerabilityinthe USis the degree to whichrules are disconnected from the practical realities of student
behavior. When nearly half (43%) of students receive minimal orno Alinstruction, they are likely to
independently adopt unvetted, external tools.

The outcome of this disconnectis an environment of shallow Alintegrationrather than extensive academic
practice. Although 47% of US learnersreport frequent use of Al forresearch, 41% say that coursework would
take the same amount of time without Aland 53% believe they would receive identical grades with Al
technology. These figures suggest that students have not acquired the experience or the skills with Al that
would enhance how they learn and work. Resolving this friction requires moving away fromrisk containment
toward substantial curriculumintegration turning hidden, unguided habits into ethical stewardship.
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Experience Friction: prevalent disconnect between tool access and practical
application

Experience frictionis acute and urgentin the US, driven by adisconnectbetween access to Al toolsand
structured opportunities to apply themin professional contexts. US learners (80%) are actively utilizing Al
independently of theirformal curriculum, but few are receivinginstruction that involves practical
experience working alongside Al systems (23%), critical thinking on Al outputs (25%), and assessing Al
bias and limitations (31%). Satisfaction with hands-on practiceis the lowest-rated aspectamong US
learners.

Thisfrictionimpacts the labor market, emerging as the primary hiring challenge facing US employers.
Nearly half (45%) of US employers cite lack of practical experience as a top hiring barrier, while 51% cite
lack of professional maturity as the single greatest challenge. The distance between conceptual literacy
and applied, professional experienceinthe USis wide. Resolving this friction requires thatinstitutions
move applied Al experience into the compulsory core of the curriculum. Frameworks like the University of
Pittsburgh’s Al Across the Disciplines program and lllinois Tech’s embedded Al Plus modelillustrate how
credit-bearing, faculty-supervised practiceis achievable.

Skills Friction: functional Al proficiency misaligned with broader capabilities

This areais the downstream manifestation of all preceding frictions. It reflects how systemic constraints
ultimately surface as gapsingraduates’ applied capability at work. US graduates arrive in the workforce
with strengthin the areas of adaptability, learning agility, and functional proficiency. But these strengths
are not consistently ready forapplicationto professional contexts. This leaves graduates with employer
ratings that are lower thantheirglobal peers across all aspects of Alreadiness. Thisismost acutein the
area of critical evaluation of Al outputs where only 12% of US employersrate recent graduate hires as
excellent.

While critical human skills are vital for a successful transitioninto the Al-enabled workforce, 48% of US
learners believe that these skills alone are sufficient. US learners are preparing for an outdated model of
workplacereality, underestimating the blended technical and human skillset that employers expect. The
lack of robust Alintegrationinto the curriculum shapeslearner belief and behavior. Those beliefsreduce
the likelihood that students will pressure institutions to adapt, perpetuating a vicious cycle of skills
friction. Resolving this friction will require areorientation of the academic curriculumtoinclude the
strategic, ethical, and practical capabilities that employers demand alongside functional proficiency.
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Overcoming Al readiness frictions:

case studiesinaction

Contributors to thisreport have provided useful case studies of how theirinstitutions are overcoming Al
readiness frictions. These innovative bright spots demonstrate that when institutions and employers
embrace shared data, shared uncertainty, and shared accountability, the Al readiness gap begins to close.

Asnapshot of eachis presented below — full case studies are providedin the mainreport.

()

Pace

Toclose the gap between fast-moving markets and
slow-moving curricula, Fundacao Getulio Vargas
(FGV)replaces periodic curriculumreform with
semesterlyimmersion weeks and executives-in-
residence keeping course content market-current.

B

Connection

To close the feedbackloop betweenemployer
needs and curriculum design, University College
London (UCL) runs the Industry Exchange Network
(IXN), matching live company challenges directly to
students working underjointindustry and
academic supervisionwith 40 to 45 percent of
participating students subsequently recruited by
theirindustry partners.

'—9’ Capability gﬁg Governance
To addressuneven Al capability across the Toreplace fragmented policy with practical
institution, faculty at the University of Pittsburgh guidance, British University Vietnam’s (BUV) Al
run Al Across Disciplines to train colleagues across Assessment Scale (AlS) provides a tiered
subjects and sustain PASTA, a cross-institutional framework shifting focus from policing student
peernetwork forsharing practical integration behaviorto deliberately designing assessments
experience, building the consistent faculty aroundAl.
capability that confident Alintegrationrequires.
To build faculty Al capability across disciplines,
Prince Sultan University addressed the human
dimensionbefore the technical one, treating
emotionalandbehavioralreadinessasa
prerequisite and usinglow-code approachesto
enable teaching staff fromlaw, business, and the
humanities tointegrate Alinto theirown teaching
andresearch.

E__’ Experience % Skills

To convertAlaccessinto applied fluency, Asia
Pacific University of Technology and Innovation
(APU) provides frontier computinginfrastructure
including Malaysia’s first NVIDIA-powered Al
supercomputinglab, and designs assessment
around authentic workplace tasks, creating
structured conditions for students to practice with
realtools onreal problems.

To bridge the gap between Alaccess and applied
competencyinhealthcare, lllinois Institute of
Technologylaunched the Health Tech Talent
Institute, partnering with Leap of Faithto place
studentsdirectly onlive healthinformatics
challenges usingindustry-supplied Al tools.

To move graduates beyond technical proficiency
toward appliedjudgment, lllinois Institute of
Technology buildsits curriculum around an explicit
humans-in-the-lead philosophy, treating critical
thinking, systems thinking, and ethicalreasoning as
equal priorities alongside technical and data skills
- producing graduates with the adaptability and
collaborative judgment employersrequirein
Al-enabledroles.
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Conclusion: Bridging the Al
readiness divide, from insight to
execution

Al-ready graduates do notemerge by chance. They are deliberately built through an ecosystem designed
to fosterapplied capability. The evidence providedin thisreportis aresource fordetermining whatis
required by institutions, employers, and learners.

What this means for the US as anincremental
pragmatist

The US friction profile reflects the archetype of the incremental pragmatist. Itis a market where investment

isinternally concentrated, capability constraints are intensive, and the most acute frictions are
foundational. The US could look to other markets in this study forillustrative examples for targeting these
frictions. The US needs to coordinate its assets around the right outcomes throughindustry connections,
continuous faculty development, and embedding applied experience at the core of the curriculum.
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To deliver Al-ready graduates at the pace that the transforming workforce demands, actionisrequired
across all six friction points. Use the Friction Framework Self-Assessment Questions* to diagnose where
frictionis most acute inyourinstitution, then prioritize action accordingly.

Pace ﬁ:: Connection

Accelerate the cadence of curriculumand
institutional decision-making through modular
design, stackable credentials, and fasterreview
cyclesthat keep learning aligned with workplace
change. Industry advisory boards are adirect
mechanism forkeeping signals current. The pace of
change US employers are experiencing should be
betterunderstood by those designing curricula.

Industry partnershipsinthe US should shift froma
low-priority investment to a central feature of
curriculum design. Build ongoing feedbackloops
withemployers andindustry bodies so workforce
signals directlyinformlearning design, assessment
standards, and graduate outcomes. Conduct
employersurveys and needs analyses.

Capability

Faculty Al capability is the most cited barrier to
graduatereadinessinthe US. Investin continuous,
applied development. Faculty development should
connecteducatorstoliveindustry contexts through
embedded partnerships, secondments, and
employer-hosted professional developmentrather
than one-off experimentation ortheoretical
training. Cross-disciplinary networks like those
pioneered at the University of Pittsburghis an
effective strategy to build faculty capability.

Governance

The governance challenge extends beyond visibility
into trust. Effective governanceis about creating
the conditions for transparent, ethical, and
confident Aluse that students will carry into
professionallife. Consult accreditationbodiesin
professional fields for externally validated
standards. Replace punitive orrestrictive
governance with a culture that positions Aluse asan
ethical, positive, shared practice modeled by
faculty andintegratedinto assessments.

Oy

Experience

Thisis the most acute frictionin the US market. Move
beyondaccesstotools by embedding structured,
credit-bearing opportunities to practice, apply, and
demonstrate Al capability in authentic workplace
contexts. Co-design assignments, degree
apprenticeships, and industry-sponsored micro-
credentials.

X<

Skills

The curricular priority is building out the other
dimensions of the Al-ready graduate beyond
functional proficiency: strategic intelligence,
ethical stewardship, and critical human skills.
Institutions that prioritize any single capability area
atthe expense of others are not producing the
graduates the workforce needs. Explore the
development of a Graduate Al Attribute Framework
inactive partnership with US employers.'?

2See also the Optimal Al-Ready Graduate profiledinchapter1of thisreport.

*https://www.pearson.com/power-of-learning/ai-readiness/diagnostic.html
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US employersunderstand the pace of change betterthan HE leaders do. The graduate readiness needed
forthe Al-enabled workforceis not for HE institutions alone to determine. Leaders should prioritize actions
that directly reduce friction, rather than adding new layers of strategy or policy. Start by diagnosing where
frictionis most acute inyour context; then, prioritize action accordingly.

@ Pace @ Connection

Move quickly to diagnose the Al capability needs Build systematic, ongoingrelationships with

your organizationis facingnow. Communicate them university partners that extend beyond graduate
touniversity partnerswith specificity, regularity, and recruitment or careerfairs. Provide clear,
intentionality. The pace friction thatyou feelas an continuous signals to education partners about
employershould be shared withinstitutions that role-level expectations, validating assessments,
build future talent. Industry Advisory Board and sharing feedback earlierand more often than
participationis an efficientchannelfor this. annual cycles allow. Contribute to employer surveys

and skillsanalyses. The connection friction that
limits graduates’readinessis an opportunity for
employerengagement.

3& Capability ﬁg Governance
Supportuniversitiesinunderstanding the practical Communicate whatresponsible Algovernance
implications of Al foryour sector by opening your looks like inside your organization and what will be
organizations to educators. Faculty who are expected of graduates from day one. Referto
unfamiliar with the impact of Alin professional accreditation bodies where available; contribute
contexts cannotteachits applicationcredibly. where no suchbody exists.

Embed practitioners, share case materials, and
treat faculty development as a strategicinvestment
inthe pipeline of talentand opportunity your
organizationdependson.

IZHI_ Experience ;E Skills

= Purpose-built co-designed programs are the most Communicate the specific skills your sectorneeds
effective way to address the shortage of practical directly with universities. The more precisely
experience. Work with universities to co-designand employers articulate what Al-ready skills
host authentic workplace scenarios. Sponsor competencieslooklikeinpractice, the better
degree apprenticeships. Publish case studies to institutions candeliverit. Co-design Graduate Al
supportuniversitiesin theircurricular development Attribute Frameworks with institutions.
strategies. Communicate hiring needsusingcommon skills

frameworksinjob specsand postings.

Meeting thismomentinthe US requires educators and employers to work together with the same urgency.
The foundationis under construction with graduate potential, institutional capacity, and employer
knowledge as assets. The taskis to forge connections to remove the remaining frictions to deliver Al-ready
graduates.
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Supportinginformation

Methodology

Thisreportis based onacomprehensive multi-market study designed to capture a 360-degree view of the
Altransition within the highereducation ecosystem. Data was gathered through a mixed-methods
approach, combining extensive quantitative surveying with targeted qualitative insights across six
strategic markets: Brazil, Malaysia, Saudi Arabia, the US, the UK, and Vietnam. All fieldwork was conducted
by PSB Insights.

Quantitative survey

To ensure the findings reflect the complexities of the currentlabor market and academic landscape, the
survey engaged three distinct stakeholder groups:

Learners: Undergraduates currently enrolled in higher education, representing a diverse range of
institutional types and academic disciplines, from STEM to the humanities.

Higher Education (HE) Leaders: comprising both Senior University Administrators and Educators. This
includes faculty with 3+ years of experience and responsibility for curriculum development and/or wider
strategic decisions foradepartment, faculty orinstitution and administrators with decision-making
responsibility forbudgets, strategy, and course design.

Employers: Business Leaders with responsibility for strategic decisions and talent strategy. To ensure
relevant data, participating organizations must have hired graduate-level employees within the past two
years.

Learners HE Leaders Employers

Overall 1,955 452 304 2,71

United States 351 101 51 503

UK 351 100 51 502

Brazil 350 100 50 500

SaudiArabia 302 50 50 402

Vietnam 301 50 51 402
\_ Malaysia 300 51 51 402

Fieldwork was conducted via online survey whichran between the 7th and 28th of January 2026.
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Qualitative interviews

To contextualize the survey data, the researchincluded a series of 7 in-depth qualitative interviews with key
leaders andinnovatorsin Aladoption from the Higher Education sector. These sessions allowed fora more
nuanced exploration of the friction pointsin the transition from education to work, and how institutions are
overcoming them, along with the shifting value of the university degree.

The views and opinions expressed by the interviewees during this project are their own and were shared in
their capacity asindividual professionals. These insights do not necessarily reflect the official policies,
positions, orendorsements of theirrespective institutions.

Interviews were conducted through February 2026.
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