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Abstract
As artificial intelligence (AI) rapidly transforms the landscape of higher education, universities face choices about investment, short- and long-term strategies, and higher education AI literacy responsibilities. This paper documents and analyzes the University of Florida’s (UF) AI Blue-sky Visioning Taskforce, a participatory foresight initiative designed to generate strategic, community-informed approaches to AI integration across teaching, research, operations, and public engagement at a large public research institution. Drawing on methods of blue-sky thinking and strategic foresight, the Taskforce convened diverse campus stakeholders to explore “blue-sky” ideas on the future of AI in university systems. Through a mixed-methods analysis of workshop outputs, this study coalesced AI innovation into themes and concepts to guide future university investment and decision making. Findings illustrate how structured visioning uncovered not only opportunities for AI-enabled innovation but also critical perspectives on ethics, equity, and institutional identity. The paper concludes by showcasing the benefits of collaborative, anticipatory planning and offers a model of AI transformation for other universities navigating the challenges and promise of AI-driven futures.
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1. Introduction
Artificial intelligence (AI) stands at the forefront of technological transformation, fueling ongoing debates and innovation across multiple domains of society. Nowhere is this transformation more prevalent, or more urgently debated, than in higher education. Universities confront both the promise and the peril of AI, as large language models, machine learning, and automation technologies become a research focus as well as an active tool in research collaboration, curriculum design and content, student support, assistive technologies, campus operations, and outreach (Holmes et al., 2019; Zawacki-Richter et al., 2019; Selwyn, 2019). Visionary commentators posit that AI has fundamentally changed what it means to teach, to discover, and to administer the modern university (Williamson & Piattoeva, 2023; UNESCO, 2021). Yet, the university sector also faces challenges as it addresses skepticism, student and employer expectations, questions surrounding ethics, AI governance, and the pace of technology change (Lang, 2023; Selwyn, 2019). In addition, employers believe higher education should provide AI education, teach AI skills, and students should have AI experience prior to graduation. It has been noted they prefer job candidates with these skills even if they have less experience, over a more experienced candidate with no AI skills or education (2024 Work Trend Index Annual Report).
Current literature and practice indicate an accelerating, if uneven, adoption of AI tools and platforms (EDUCAUSE, 2023; UNESCO, 2021). Universities have begun to introduce adaptive assessment, automated grading, and generative text technologies; faculty and students experiment with AI-enhanced research design and digital learning assistants (Dwivedi et al., 2023; Luckin et al., 2016). At flagship institutions, enterprise initiatives seek to catalyze transformation through investments in AI infrastructure, data governance and data driven decision making, and workforce reskilling (Mariam et al., 2024; Raffaghelli et. al., 2022; Baker et al., 2019). Yet, in many cases, implementation remains incidental or driven by the availability of commercial tools rather than by shared strategic vision (Raffaghelli et al., 2022; Zawacki-Richter et al., 2019). Amid this wave of innovation, urgent questions have emerged in both the scholarly literature and sector-wide discourse (Zawacki-Richter et al., 2024; Bates et al., 2020; Zawacki-Richter et al., 2019). How can academic institutions move beyond incremental adoption to leverage AI for systemic change in educational missions? What roles can universities play in cultivating not just technical AI skills, but also a critical and ethical awareness of AI literacy (Southworth et al., 2023)? How do institutions balance the dynamic rate of AI development and available resources (Tarisayi, 2024)? 
The imperative for integrating AI literacy across higher education has grown steadily in recent years, spurred by the increasing ubiquity of AI in society and the workforce (Pandy et al., 2022; Long & Magerko, 2020). Scholars have pointed out that preparing students to be successful digital citizens and future professionals demands a cross-disciplinary understanding of AI, not just its technical underpinnings, but also its societal ramifications, ethical considerations, and real-world applications (Southworth et al., 2023; Markauskaite et al., 2022; Touretzky et al., 2019). Many academic studies now argue that AI literacy is a core twenty-first-century skill, relevant not only for those pursuing STEM careers but for students across all disciplines (Kong et al., 2025; Ng et al., 2023; Luckin et al., 2016). In response, educational research has increasingly advocated for “AI Across the Curriculum” models designed to infuse AI concepts and practices throughout the academic spectrum (Abassi et al., 2025; Southworth et al., 2023; Webb et al., 2020; Zimmermann-Niefield et al., 2019). Such approaches call for pedagogical innovation, including project-based learning, scenario-driven exploration, and interdisciplinary faculty collaborations to ensure that all students, regardless of background, have access to foundational and advanced AI competencies (Williams et al., 2023; Lee et al., 2021). Critically, these models also advance the notion that AI literacy is key not only to future career success but also to fostering social responsibility and critical thought about the impact of new technologies (Zawacki-Richter et al., 2024; Bates et al., 2020; Zawacki-Richter et al., 2019).
The University of Florida (UF) has been at the forefront of this AI literacy movement, undertaking a comprehensive and intentional transformation of its undergraduate and graduate student experience over multiple years. The effort by UF was recognized with the Tambellini Group’s Inaugural Future Campus Award for its groundbreaking university wide approach to integrating AI across its enterprise. Building on a strong history of campus-wide investments, including 100+ new faculty hires across all colleges in AI research areas, the establishment of a state-of-the-art AI supercomputing infrastructure in partnership with NVIDIA, teaching over 200 AI courses to over 13,000 students yearly, AI career days and career coaches,  and interdisciplinary pilot programs to contextualize AI research and practice, the university’s leadership has progressively recognized the need to move beyond isolated AI initiatives. These foundational efforts laid the groundwork for the institution’s ambitious “AI Across the Curriculum” initiative, which seeks to infuse AI education into all colleges and to provide AI curriculum to all students across the university’s campus (Southworth et al., 2023). Guided by a robust AI literacy framework and supported by an accreditation-driven Quality Enhancement Plan, UF’s model is distinguished by its inclusivity and adaptability, providing a spectrum of opportunities for students at every level and in every discipline. Early results have been promising with over 6,000 students having participated in more than 200 AI-focused courses within the first year of full implementation, outpacing national benchmarks and generating widespread faculty engagement. By coupling interdisciplinary teaching with systematic assessment of student learning outcomes, UF has established a campus-wide model that not only answers the scholarly call for AI literacy and workforce preparation, but the model also serves as a scalable template for other institutions seeking to meet the demands of a rapidly changing technological landscape (Southworth et al., 2023; Pandya et al., 2022; Wessels, 2020). 
Building on UF’s established education platform, the university’s AI research enterprise is expanding under a single, campus-wide umbrella through the Artificial Intelligence and Informatics Research Institute (AIIRI), which convenes cross-college teams to advance AI and informatics techniques and technologies with application to the biomedical and life sciences, engineered systems and the physical sciences, the social sciences, humanities, and education. Powered by HiPerGator, the fastest university-owned supercomputer in the nation, and supported by a data center equipped with 63 NVIDIA DGX B200 systems, and embedded NVIDIA expertise, UF researchers are deploying intense computation and novel algorithms across more than 800 active projects. Targeted investments, including the aforementioned 100+ faculty hires with AI expertise, an AI Catalyst fund that seeded 20 projects, and more than $10 million in AI-specific grants, have accelerated discovery from genomics to agriculture, from robotics to human-centered health. An example of an AI research effort being carried out on the UF includes the NSF-funded iDigBio (https://www.idigbio.org) where researchers have (and are continuing to) digitize millions of biological specimens to make them available more broadly, enable automated analysis of these specimens, and allow for the development of a Biodiversity Chatbot where users can use a conversational interface to explore biological collections. Another example includes the ARPA-H funded award which aims to overcome the challenge that many rural areas have limited healthcare professionals by deploying mobile health units that can interface with GatorTronTM a AI clinical language model developed by UF and NVIDIA (https://hobi.med.ufl.edu/2025/02/24/uf-researchers-awarded-funding-to-enhance-rural-healthcare-using-mobile-ai/).  Furthermore, these research efforts deliberately intertwine with teaching through the “AI Across the Curriculum” initiative and more than 100 undergraduate AI scholars, creating a research–education feedback loop that builds capacity, advances scholarship, and translates innovations into practice across disciplines.
 Complementing this research engine is a broad institutional environment designed to operationalize AI end to end: the newly built Malachowsky Hall provides a home for convergent AI advancements, UFIT Research Computing expands access to state-of-the-art infrastructure, and university initiatives extend AI into student support, assistive technologies, campus operations, and outreach. With AIIRI and the AI2 Center providing unifying umbrellas and the current Blue-sky initiative inviting bold, institution-wide experimentation, UF is aligning governance, infrastructure, and talent to connect teaching, research, and operations; the aim is not incremental adoption but an integrated, university-scale model that modernizes core services, strengthens community partnerships, and equips the entire ecosystem to engage responsibly with AI at speed and at scale. The present initiative (and focus of this paper) therefore emerges as both a progression of UF’s decade-long vision and an innovative example of how higher education can empower all students to become critical, ethical, and workforce-ready users of AI.
Against this dynamic backdrop, UF undertook a bold, institution-wide effort to proactively imagine its AI future. In the fall of 2024, the university’s provost established the AI Blue-sky Visioning Taskforce, charged not with simply managing AI’s risks or policing conduct, but with asking an expansive question: What could be possible if a major public research university harnessed AI across teaching, research, campus operations, and public engagement, not over decades, but within the next five years? Drawing on methodologies from strategic foresight and participatory design, the Taskforce convened a comprehensive series of workshops intended to capture the ideas, aspirations, and concerns of the UF community. The intent was twofold: to foster an agile, future-oriented institutional culture that embraces both innovation and critical reflection, and to develop a practical, actionable roadmap that could guide the university in pursuing an AI strategy. The structure also allowed for anyone interested in contributing to be part of the process.
This paper documents the process and synthesizes outcomes of the UF AI Blue-Sky Visioning Taskforce within a wider landscape of AI in higher education. It analyzes how structured, collaborative visioning can uncover actionable priorities, responsibly address ethical and social challenges, and translate diffuse enthusiasm or anxiety into clear institutional strategy. In doing so, it seeks to contribute to a growing body of scholarship and practice on AI governance, digital transformation, and participatory futures in the academy.
1.1 Blue-sky Thinking in Higher Education Strategy
Central to UF’s visioning process was the embrace of “blue-sky thinking”, a strategic ideation method designed to generate creative possibilities unconstrained by present limitations (Roberts, 2017). Blue-sky thinking facilitates the exploration of transformative goals by encouraging participants to envision “what could be” rather than “what currently is,” drawing on collective creativity and broad stakeholder engagement (Childs & McLeod, 2013). Within organizational innovation literature, blue-sky techniques are associated with scenario planning, design thinking, and foresight methodologies, serving as catalysts for audacious innovation and institutional transformation (O’Connor & Rice, 2013; van der Heijden, 2011). In higher education, blue-sky thinking is increasingly recognized as essential for addressing “wicked” problems: complex multi-dimensional challenges that require cross-disciplinary collaboration and future-focused leadership (Venkatraman, 2019; Gray et al., 2010). Foresight processes rooted in blue-sky ideation have been used to inform digital transformation strategies, anticipate societal and technological disruptions, and shape future-oriented curricula (Parycek et al., 2024). Recent scholarship also argues that truly inclusive blue-sky visioning, drawing in diverse campus voices, engenders both innovative ideas and a sense of shared ownership over institutional change (Naylor et al., 2017; Childs & McLeod, 2013). In convening its AI Blue-sky Visioning Taskforce, UF joined a growing movement among leading universities to apply structured, imaginative thinking to complex strategic questions, capitalizing on the diverse intellect of the community to envision institutional agility in the face of rapid AI-driven change.

2. Methods
2.1 Taskforce Formation and Intent
Recognizing the rapidly expanding influence of AI in higher education, UF established the AI Blue-Sky Visioning Taskforce in the fall of 2024. The Taskforce was charged with designing an open and highly participatory process to imagine the future of AI at the university over a five-year horizon. Taskforce leadership, drawn from faculty and administration, established a set of guiding values: inclusivity, creativity, and a commitment to thinking beyond conventional constraints, hallmarks of the “blue-sky visioning” philosophy. The Taskforce served as review and oversight of the blue-sky visioning process. The two co-chairs of the Taskforce (lead authors Jane Southworth and Kati Migliaccio) designed the workshop methodology, managed implementation, and facilitated all sessions, serving as the primary link between the Taskforce and the workshop process. 
Throughout the process, ethical considerations were foregrounded in every discussion. Participants were repeatedly asked to reflect on issues of privacy, potential bias, accessibility, and unintended consequences, ensuring these themes became central to the set of recommendations distilled in the final report. This focus on ethics and governance reinforced the Taskforce’s commitment to responsible innovation and institutional accountability.
2.2 The Blue-Sky Visioning Process
The Taskforce’s planning began with a deliberate outreach phase, inviting a broad cross-section of university stakeholders - faculty, professional staff, undergraduates, graduate students, administrators, and strategically selected external partners from industry and the public sector, to participate in a sequence of themed workshops. Workshops also included high-school aged youth from two schools and from UF’s Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences (IFAS) Extension 4-H. These workshops served as the mechanism for gathering ideas, reactions, and aspirations related to AI within the UF environment. An open invitation was sent out across the university to register for a workshop. Workshops were limited to 25 participants each to facilitate the activities. Workshops were held in person at various locations on campus. High school workshops were held at their respective locations. The 4-H workshop was held online with coordination of 4-H Extension faculty.
Workshops opened with a framing from Taskforce leaders, emphasizing the goal of envisioning without inhibition, participants were encouraged to propose ambitious or unconventional ideas for how AI might enhance the university’s mission (Ørngreen and Levinsen, 2017). This was crucial to the methodology: the expectation was to think expansively, imagining not just incremental change but transformational possibilities. The Taskforce co-chairs guided participants through a series of three structured brainstorming exercises (Scannell, 2012). The first activity was an “AI Superpower” icebreaker. Participants were encouraged to think outside of reality and prompted with “If AI could give you any superpower, what would it be?”. This activity was conducted to start people thinking more broadly with fewer boundaries. The second activity was “Bad Ideas Welcome”. In this activity, creativity was further encouraged by asking teams of participants to generate their most outrageous, impractical, bad ideas related to ignoring or misusing AI in higher education. The first two activities provided mental exercise to prepare participants for the main activity. The third activity was to conduct “Structured Brainstorming and Idea Expansion.” This activity included four steps. Step 1: Each participant generated a single idea in response to the prompt: "Shaping the Future of AI-Driven Education: How do we create the tools, resources, and institutional structures necessary to meet the fast-evolving AI needs and expectations of faculty, staff, students, and external partners?" Step 2: Ideas were written on large sticky notes and displayed around the room. Participants rotated through the ideas, adding positive comments, suggestions, and expansions to create a rich, collaborative discussion. Step 3: Participants synthesized their original idea with the group’s input and presented the refined concept to the room. Step 4: To close, participants used a star voting system to identify their favorite ideas based on excitement and potential impact. This step provided preliminary insights into which ideas resonated most with the group. At the conclusion of each workshop, the facilitators guided groups toward identifying themes and priorities. Consensus-building techniques, such as open discussion and informal voting, helped determine which ideas resonated most strongly or deserved further exploration. Ironically, and by design, using deliberately low-tech, pen-and-paper facilitation for an AI-centered conversation created space for deeper reflection, lively collaboration, and a sense of play that heightened both engagement and the quality of ideas.
In addition to the in-person workshops, an online version of the session was developed to provide equitable access for participants on satellite campuses or those otherwise unable to attend in person. This online workshop, hosted in a secure Canvas environment, was widely advertised across the university through targeted email communications with clear instructions for registration. While this format focused exclusively on the third activity, Structured Brainstorming and Idea Expansion, it closely mirrored the collaborative intent of the in-person experience. Participants were guided sequentially through each step inside Canvas: first generating an individual idea in response to the central prompt, then reviewing and enriching their peers’ posted ideas, and ultimately synthesizing their concept with the collective input before final voting. Each step was open for 48 hours, and progress to the next was gated, ensuring that all participants moved through the activities together and had sufficient time for thoughtful engagement. Over the course of approximately one week, participants contributed their ideas, commentary, and feedback; the asynchronous nature of the discussion boards encouraged more expansive, reflective written dialogue and a dynamic exchange of perspectives. While the online environment lacked face-to-face interaction, it offered unique advantages: participants often took the opportunity to articulate complex thoughts in greater detail, resulting in robust discourse that rivaled, and in some cases exceeded, the depth of live workshop discussions. All responses and insights collected through Canvas were synthesized uniformly with those from the in-person sessions, and no distinction was made between the formats in terms of the subsequent analysis or reporting. As a result, the online workshop not only broadened participation but also enriched the overall data set, fully preserving the collaborative spirit and innovative objectives of the initiative.
2.3 Cross-Pollination and Iterative Synthesis
After all workshops had been completed, the Taskforce held an in-person, synthesis meeting, during which members thematically coded the full corpus of workshop notes. This human centric, qualitative analysis involved grouping ideas by areas of impact (such as teaching, research, or campus operations), types of AI application (for instance, personalized learning systems versus operational digital twins), and underlying values or risks (like privacy, bias, or accessibility). Input was also sought from external stakeholders, including industry partners who could validate both the visionary nature and pragmatic feasibility of the group’s proposals. These external reviews surfaced additional recommendations, such as the necessity of campus-wide AI infrastructure and data management planning and the importance of preparing for evolving regulatory standards and governance frameworks.
In parallel with the Taskforce’s qualitative, human-led coding of workshop output, we conducted an AI-assisted text analysis using OpenAI’s ChatGPT (GPT‑4 model) available via the restricted UF Navigator web interface. All free‑text inputs from the in‑person and online workshops were aggregated, de‑identified to remove any personally identifying details, and lightly cleaned for spelling artifacts and obvious duplicates. Because the compiled data exceeded a single-paste limit, the data were analyzed in batches organized by session and by topical grouping; for each batch we retained the full prompt, the model setting (GPT‑4), timestamp, and output to create an audit trail.
The AI workflow comprised three steps. First, key‑phrase extraction and frequency estimation: GPT‑4 was instructed to extract salient uni/bi/tri‑grams (1–5 words), return a deduplicated list of phrases with counts, and normalize close variants (e.g., plural/singular, tense, common synonyms) to reduce double counting. Second, thematic clustering: using the deduplicated phrase lists and representative quotations from the same batch, GPT‑4 grouped items into higher‑order themes and subthemes, generated short, descriptive labels, and provided a 1–2 sentence rationale for each cluster. Third, convergence/outlier detection: the model was asked to identify themes appearing across multiple sessions (convergences) and to flag low‑prevalence but novel or risk‑related ideas (outliers). We repeated each step across all batches, then ran a final pass on a consolidated, cross‑batch summary so the model could reconcile overlapping clusters and refine theme labels for campus‑wide coherence.
To enhance reliability, we implemented three safeguards. We re‑executed prompts on a random subset of batches to check stability of key themes and counts, reconciled minor wording differences, and retained any ideas that appeared in either output response. We compared every AI‑generated theme list against the corresponding raw notes, verifying that emergent risks and minority proposals were preserved and that examples accurately reflected participant language. Finally, we triangulated AI outputs with the human codebook developed by the research team; discrepancies led to either relabeling (to improve clarity) or to the addition of an explicit “emerging/contested” tag. 
No protected records were included; all data were de‑identified before upload. Given that large language models can be sensitive to prompt phrasing, we mitigated variability by standardizing prompts across batches, documenting version/model selection (GPT‑4), and retaining a full analysis log. Limitations of this approach include possible sensitivity to input ordering and the model’s heuristic estimation of phrase frequencies; these were addressed through duplicate runs, manual spot checks, and cross‑validation with the human-coded analysis.
The outcome of this AI-enabled analysis was a detailed summary of dominant themes and topic clusters, which was compiled into a comprehensive listing and provided to the Taskforce for further study. For each major synthesis topic, representative ideas and their sources were included to preserve the diversity of perspectives and concrete suggestions. At the same time, the complete set of raw workshop outputs was shared with Taskforce members to promote transparency and allow for in-depth review. This hybrid approach, combining AI-backed content analysis with human expert judgment, ensured that the strategic initiatives ultimately recommended by the Taskforce were grounded in a robust understanding of the campus community’s vision, challenges, and ambitions. The process thus exemplified the collaborative possibilities of leveraging AI for institutional change, while keeping human insight and deliberation firmly at the center of strategic decision-making.Top of Form The process concluded with the Taskforce synthesizing seven strategic initiatives (Table 1), integrating input from all workshops and stakeholder consultations. These recommendations were shared back with the campus community, reinforcing the collaborative, iterative spirit of the entire visioning endeavor (Southworth et al., 2025).

3. Results
The AI Blue-Sky Visioning Taskforce synthesized the insights and ideas generated through its extensive workshop series into a set of actionable recommendations (Table 1). These recommendations reflected both the community’s ambitious visions for AI in higher education and a sober recognition of the need for careful stewardship, inclusivity, and ethical accountability. They 
Table 1. Summary of Major AI Initiatives Recommended by the UF AI Blue-Sky Visioning Taskforce
	Thematic Area
	Initiative/Project
	Description & Intended Impact

	3.1: AI-Powered Personal Assistants & Agentic AI
	AI-enabled Campus Assistants & Agents
	Develop adaptive AI assistants and agents for students, faculty, and staff to support administration, learning, and wellbeing.

	3.2: Interdisciplinary AI Research Ecosystem
	AIIRI AI Collaboratories & Living Lab
	Establish collaborative research clusters and a "Living Lab" for campus-wide data sharing and cross-disciplinary projects.

	3.3: Comprehensive AI Literacy & Workforce Development
	AI2 Center Expansion & AI for All Program
	Scale campus AI learning; add stackable credentials and professional development pathways for all community members.

	3.4: AI-Enhanced Teaching & Learning
	Adaptive Courseware and Tutoring Systems
	Pilot AI-driven textbooks, analytics dashboards, and tutoring platforms for personalized, equitable instructional support.

	3.5: Operational Efficiency, Sustainability & Digital Infrastructure
	UF Digital Twin
	Build a real-time, AI-powered virtual model to optimize resources, energy, facilities, and provide teaching/research data.

	3.6: AI-Enhanced Student & Faculty Success
	Predictive Analytics & Smart Dashboards
	Integrate AI analytics into advising, mental health, and workload management with privacy-focused, opt-in practices.

	3.7: Responsible Governance, Ethics & Privacy
	AI Governance Framework
	Compose formal ethics committee and policies on AI transparency, privacy, data use, and bias mitigation; community review.



[bookmark: _Hlk207119849]are grouped into seven major thematic areas, each accompanied by specific initiatives and related description and intended impact, so reflecting the range and depth of campus-wide engagement. Included in Table 1 are two established UF programs: AIIRI and the AI2 Center. The AIIRI focuses on building a stronger UF AI research community, enhancing external AI visibility, and supporting AI research across campus. The AI2 Center is the centralized leadership for AI academic efforts at UF. These cross-college initiatives provide overarching organization support to AI research and academic programs spanning internal and external collaborations.
3.1. AI-Powered Personal Assistants and Agentic AI for Learning, Research, and Administration
Recommendation: Develop and deploy AI-enabled personal assistants and, more strategically, advanced AI agents tailored to the needs of students, faculty, and staff. These AI-driven tools and entities are envisioned to go well beyond mere productivity boosts, offering holistic, contextualized, and adaptive support for learning, research, wellbeing, and administrative functions across the university.
Defining Assistants versus Agents: AI-powered personal assistants are software applications or systems designed to carry out specific user-initiated tasks and provide routine support, such as answering queries, managing schedules, or retrieving information, in a largely reactive and task-focused manner. In contrast, agentic AI is where AI agents represent a more advanced class of autonomous digital entities capable of perceiving their environment, reasoning proactively, initiating actions, learning from ongoing interactions, and adapting their strategies to meet evolving user needs and institutional goals. While assistants respond to requests, agents can anticipate needs, make contextual decisions, coordinate multiple actions over time, and engage in complex problem-solving, bringing a higher level of autonomy, personalization, and transformative potential.
Details and Rationale: There is broad enthusiasm and recognition of the transformative promise of agentic AI, specifically related to context-aware digital agents and the promise they hold for the university community. Participants envisioned hyper-personalized “digital coaches” and proactive agents that not only manage logistics, such as scheduling meetings or summarizing readings, but also anticipate needs, provide tailored learning pathways, monitor research milestones, flag wellness concerns, recommend campus resources, and support adaptive time management. Unlike basic assistants that simply carry out instructions, these agents could autonomously synthesize information across platforms, identify emerging challenges, and act in the best interest of users while maintaining strict adherence to ethical, privacy, and transparency standards. The deployment of AI agents has the potential to democratize access to support services, optimize resource allocation, mitigate workload pressures, and foster a proactive, responsive, and thriving campus ecosystem for all.
Pilot Initiative: A phased pilot could commence by targeting key areas such as undergraduate advising and graduate research support. Here, UF would deploy next-generation conversational agents and personalized recommendation engines, fully integrated into the university’s digital ecosystem. These agents could, for example, autonomously track academic progress, proactively alert advisors to students in need of intervention, suggest relevant research funding or collaboration opportunities, and seamlessly connect users with available campus resources, thus demonstrating the practical and innovative advantages of agent-based approaches over traditional digital assistants.
3.2. Interdisciplinary AI Research Ecosystem
Recommendation: Invest in fostering an institution-wide research ecosystem that leverages AI to accelerate discovery, especially in interdisciplinary and translational domains.
Details and Rationale: Participants repeatedly noted that meaningful advances in AI applications often emerge at the intersection of disciplines: engineering, medicine, social sciences, agriculture, and the humanities. Workshops identified high-value opportunities in health analytics, food security, environmental sustainability, educational technology, and social policy, and advocated for mechanisms to lower the barriers to collaboration.

Proposed Actions:
· Establish AI “collaboratories” or themed research clusters.
· Incentivize faculty and cross-unit grants that foster interdisciplinary experimentation.
· Develop shared data infrastructure and platforms to support secure, federated access to research datasets.
Pilot Initiative: A campus-wide “AI Living Lab” would serve as both a research platform and a teaching resource, enabling the sharing of and access to real-world data streams generated on campus energy, mobility, health, and learning environments. Research collaborations and new innovations are supported at UF by the AIIRI.
3.3. Comprehensive AI Literacy and Workforce Development
Recommendation: Commit to AI literacy as a “core competency” for the entire campus community: embedding it into curricular, co-curricular, and professional development activities.
Details and Rationale: Participants voiced strong consensus that AI awareness and fluency are not just technical skills but foundational for informed citizenship, academic integrity, and career readiness. Proposed activities range from adding AI modules to undergraduate general education, to specialized faculty upskilling workshops and hands-on clinics for staff.
Key Elements:
· Expand offerings and capacity at UF’s AI2 Center to serve as a hub for multidisciplinary AI education and outreach.
· Develop modular, stackable credentials for undergraduate and graduate students.
· Launch “AI for All” seminars and events that connect university learning to public engagement and the Florida workforce.
· Partner with the university’s career services to provide professional development programming to elevate core competencies into career preparedness efforts and industry recruitment.
Pilot Initiative: A coordinated rollout of introductory AI courses at multiple academic levels and targeted professional development for faculty integrating AI into their teaching and research with continual adaptation to remain technologically relevant.
3.4. Advancing Pedagogy Through AI-Enhanced Teaching and Learning
Recommendation: AI should be harnessed to personalize and deepen the educational experience, with careful safeguards to ensure equity and academic rigor.
Details and Rationale: Workshops revealed a range of instructional innovations such as AI-driven adaptive textbooks, learning analytics dashboards for instructors, automated formative assessment, and intelligent tutoring systems designed to diagnose and support individual student needs. Participants highlighted the dual imperative of using AI to augment, not replace, the faculty role and ensuring that interventions narrow, rather than widen, achievement gaps.
Discussion Points: Some participants cautioned that AI-powered assessment and feedback must be transparent and fully interpretable to faculty and students alike and must not compromise core values of intellectual independence. There was enthusiasm for pilot programs that would evaluate both the effectiveness and fairness of these new tools.
Pilot Initiative: A partnership between the UF AI2 Center and the UF Center for Teaching Excellence (CTE) to co-develop and pilot AI-powered courseware in large-enrollment introductory courses.  A separate effort guided by the CIO and the Office of Academic Affairs seeks to refine an existing AI-based tutoring system for gateway courses at UF.  
3.5. AI-Driven Operational Efficiency, Sustainability, and Digital Infrastructure
Recommendation: Adopt advanced AI tools to optimize UF’s operational systems and sustainability goals with cost effectiveness considerations, including the creation of a “UF Digital Twin”: a comprehensive, real-time virtual model of the campus.
Details and Rationale: Participants from operations and facilities management imagined real-time, AI-enhanced monitoring and simulation for energy, water, and transportation systems, as well as predictive analytics for physical infrastructure maintenance and space allocation. The Digital Twin concept attracted support both for its immediate ROI in operational efficiency and as a research/teaching/data platform for students across all disciplines.
Pilot Initiative: Begin with a Digital Twin of one major campus location or functional streamflow (e.g., energy), collecting real-time sensor data to inform dynamic scheduling, emergency response simulations, and sustainability interventions.
3.6. Student and Faculty Success: AI-Enhanced Support Systems
Recommendation: AI-powered analytics and personalized support interventions should be integrated into academic advising, faculty workload management, wellness resources, and other support services.
Details and Rationale: Participants envisioned predictive analytics that could identify students at risk of disengagement, recommend timely academic resources, and connect students to mental health and other success supports. For faculty, smart workload dashboards could anticipate bottlenecks or burnout, and flag opportunities for collaboration or relief.
Discussion Points: Workshop groups were insistent on the need for robust governance and transparency, including opt-outs and continual oversight to ensure that “support” does not become “surveillance.” Collaboration with ethics and legal experts will be essential to earn community trust.
Pilot Initiative: Pilot program within the advising center integrates AI-driven early alert systems, with clear data privacy agreements and opt-in protocols.
3.7. Responsible Governance, Ethics, and Privacy in AI Deployment
Recommendation: UF must establish and continually update robust governance frameworks for AI deployment, balancing innovation with the highest standards for ethics, privacy, access, and bias mitigation. 
Details and Rationale: Throughout the process, concern was voiced about unintended consequences - algorithmic bias, unequal impact, surveillance, energy and resource usage, and data exploitation. The community called for a standing AI Ethics Review Committee, modeled on institutional review boards, and for the inclusion of diverse student and community voices in governance. Another component concerned maintaining data standards and quality as a driving component behind all AI. Likewise, cyber security and linkages to infrastructure should be considered in responsible governance.
Key Priorities:
· Develop guidelines on data use, model transparency, and recourse for harms or errors.
· Require open communication and documentation for all significant AI-based decision-support systems adopted broadly.
Pilot Initiative: Launch a university-wide conversation on AI governance, culminating in a published set of guidelines and procedures for ethical AI use in university operations.
3.8. Integrative Impact and Institutional Learning
The recommendations above are mutually reinforcing and designed to be iterative: each enables a feedback loop of experimentation, evidence-gathering, assessment, and continuous improvement. The Taskforce's report concludes that a university-wide, participatory approach featuring robust ethical guardrails and sustained investment in people and infrastructure is essential not only for successful AI adoption, but also for the preservation of the integrity of academic AI integration.
3.9 The Model of AI Transformation at UF
UF is building an overarching AI Factory to create a university wide ecosystem in which all AI assistants and agents become interoperable using standard interfaces for processing and exchanging data. The AI Factory will serve as the central hub for UF’s AI activities across academic disciplines, AI specializations, and university operations. Intellectual oversight will come from one or more advisory boards with members from UF colleges, centers, institutes, other academic institutions, industry, and the public sector to incorporate perspectives from across the vast world of AI. This far-reaching model for AI interconnectivity has never been done at this scale before in higher education.
[bookmark: _Hlk193969125]The AI Factory is the key to integrating agentic AI across the university and beyond. Agentic AI refers to AI systems designed to act autonomously to achieve specific goals, going beyond simply responding to prompts or generating content. Unlike generative AI, which focuses on creating outputs based on input, agentic AI can initiate actions, plan tasks, and execute them with minimal or no human intervention. Essentially, it is about AI agents that can sense, reason, and act to achieve defined objectives. The AI factory will ensure all resources speak the same language throughout this complex, interdisciplinary enterprise and help other partners understand how to make agentic AI interoperable across their fields. UF invested significant resources around infrastructure to support HiPerGator, UF’s high-performance computing environment, and to ensure widespread supercomputing access to all. Research software engineers, data scientists and other experts will launch, sustain and refine this expansive AI ecosystem as well as enable access to faculty and student researchers across campus.
In this UF framework or model (Figure 1), the core "Foundational Investments" are identified as AI Literacy, the AI Factory, the Supercomputer HiPerGator, Data, and Faculty/Student Success: areas that the Taskforce deemed essential for driving transformative change and realizing the full potential of AI across the university. The "Domains" surrounding these foundations are Operations, Research, Service, Community Outreach, Industry Partners, K-12, and Teaching, representing the key functional areas where AI-powered innovation can be strategically applied. Anchoring the framework as the "Outer Enablers" are the AI2 Center and the AIIRI as the academic and research focused hubs of AI at UF respectively, and then Digital Twins, Assistants and Agents, AI Advisory Boards, and Ethical AI Governance. These elements serve as the platforms, tools, and ethical safeguards necessary to power the envisioned AI transformation. Notably, the prominence of AI-powered personal assistants and more advanced agents aligns with the recommendation outlined in the previous section, highlighting their crucial role in delivering holistic, context-aware support to the university community. Overall, this model (Figure 1) underscores the Taskforce's belief that a strategic, multi-faceted, and sustained approach to AI adoption is necessary to achieve the university's ambitious goals. This model provides a roadmap for how the various recommendations can be synergistically implemented to drive transformative change across UF, with AI Literacy, the AI Factory, Data, the supercomputer HiPerGator, and Faculty/Student Success serving as the foundational pillars upon which the university's AI-driven future will be built.
4. Discussion
The findings of the UF AI Blue-sky Visioning Taskforce reflect both the promise and complexities confronting higher education as artificial intelligence continues to reshape the sector. Across the world, universities are striving to harness AI to not only improve teaching and research but also to transform institutional operations and efficiencies, access, and student support (UNESCO, 2021; Holmes et. al., 2019; Zawacki-Richter et al., 2019). UF’s blue-sky visioning process, which engaged broad campus participation and encouraged unconstrained ideation, illustrates a maturing shift in institutional strategy: moving from isolated, experimental pilots initiated by a small group to comprehensive, institution-level planning and capacity building formulated from broad representation.
A key outcome of the process is the central emphasis on AI-powered personalized learning and student advising. The recommendations for campus-wide, adaptive AI assistants, and more strategically, advanced AI agents, and context-aware tutoring systems echo what Holmes et al. (2019) describe as a primary opportunity area for higher education, using AI’s power to tailor learning pathways, support diverse student needs, and operate at scale. These ambitions are not merely technological but are closely linked to a broader mission of greater access and student success. 
The UF vision also places a distinctive emphasis on the research mission, with the concept of a Living Lab and the creation of interdisciplinary “AI collaboratories.” This approach mirrors what Zawacki-Richter and colleagues (2019) have identified as a growing, yet still emergent, trend: embedding AI within the very fabric of research infrastructure to accelerate interdisciplinary collaboration and knowledge creation. By envisioning robust data-sharing ecosystems and shared platforms supported by institutional investment, UF positions itself at the leading edge of the digital research university. This integrated model stands in productive contrast to settings where AI in research is fragmented, siloed, or left as an individual or departmental initiative.
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Figure 1: University of Florida AI Transformation Model: A Campus‑Wide Framework Linking Foundational Investments, Strategic Domains, and Outer Enablers

Operational transformation is another cornerstone of the roadmap. The idea of deploying a campus Digital Twin, a dynamic, data-driven simulation of the physical and social university environment, draws on forward-leaning models outlined by Baker et al., (2019), where smart campus concepts become vehicles for energy efficiency, resource optimization, and improved campus life. Few higher education institutions have yet approached this level of operational integration; UF’s decision to prioritize this as a strategic pilot signals a willingness to treat digital transformation as central to the university’s infrastructure rather than a technological afterthought.
Essential to the realization of each of these domains is the investment in people and the creation of an ethically grounded culture of AI literacy. As both UNESCO (2021) and Holmes et al. (2019) stress, AI will only fulfill its educational promise if students, faculty, and staff have the skills and conceptual grounding to work with, critique, and shape AI systems. UF’s comprehensive vision for upskilling all community members through investment in programs like the AI2 Center responds directly to these calls for institutional responsibility in building digital capacity and democratizing expertise. Such investments are necessary to address what Selwyn (2019) and others warn may be the expansion of digital divides, ensuring all community members can participate meaningfully in AI-powered futures. Of course, the rapid integration of AI does not come without ethical, governance, and organizational challenges. As Selwyn (2019) points out, the risks of algorithmic bias, threats to privacy, and the possibility of eroding core academic values cannot be overlooked. 
The Taskforce’s recommendations to embed ethics and robust governance frameworks within each major initiative reflect the sector’s increasing awareness that technology must be guided by transparent, participatory oversight. Only through such mechanisms can universities mitigate the unintended consequences of automation and maintain trust with students and the wider community. The UF technology ecosystem that supports the AI Blue-sky transformation undergoes regular, independent information security assessments against nationally recognized frameworks to verify control design and operating effectiveness. These include NIST SP 800-171 (National Institute of Standards and Technology Special Publication 800-171: Protecting Controlled Unclassified Information in Nonfederal Systems and Organizations; Ross & Pillitteri, 2024), which specifies 110 security requirements across 14 control families for safeguarding Controlled Unclassified Information (CUI), and the HITRUST CSF (Health Information Trust Common Security Framework), a certifiable, risk‑based security and privacy framework widely adopted in healthcare that harmonizes requirements from HIPAA, NIST, ISO/IEC 27001/27002, PCI DSS, GDPR, and related standards. Third‑party reviews typically combine policy and technical control evaluation, targeted penetration testing, and evidence‑based audits to confirm continuous compliance and risk reduction for research, instructional, clinical, and operational data.
Taken together, the UF Blue-Sky Visioning Taskforce process offers a valuable model for universities worldwide. Rather than approaching AI adoption as a series of disconnected proofs-of-concept, UF has invested and placed value on a unified vision rooted in institutional mission and community co-creation. By explicitly prioritizing both digital infrastructure and human capital, and by embedding ethics and governance, UF’s approach addresses critiques in the scholarly literature that warn against “technology-first” transformation (Baker et al., 2019) and instead advances a more holistic, human-centered strategy. As higher education faces growing competitive and societal pressures, those institutions willing to undertake broad-based, participatory planning and to lead with institutional principles are more likely to realize AI’s benefits while safeguarding their core missions. 
5. Conclusion
The University of Florida’s AI Blue-sky Visioning Taskforce represents a proactive and collaborative approach to navigating and developing approaches to contribute to the rapidly evolving landscape of AI in higher education. By intentionally centering blue-sky thinking as a catalyst for creativity and inclusion, a precedent has been set for imagining and planning institutional transformation that is purposefully future facing. The participatory nature of the process ensured that diverse voices and expertise from across the university were engaged, realizing a wide array of imaginative possibilities as well as constructive concerns around ethics, equity, and education. The process yielded a proposed path for AI across many sectors of campus encompassing all campus stakeholders. Initiatives included advancing AI integration across teaching, research, campus operations, and outreach in a holistic, system-wide approach. Initiatives included concepts to create AI collaboratories, implement personalized learning and advising systems, and embed AI literacy and critical engagement throughout the curriculum. The administration will prioritize and order implementation of initiatives, and that will depend on continued investment in capacity building, both technological and human, and the development of rigorous frameworks to ensure responsible, transparent, and equitable use of AI tools.
The journey is not without its challenges. The blue-sky workshop participants expressed anxieties around privacy, algorithmic bias, environmental impact, resource disparities, resource use, and the risk of undermining human judgment or academic trust, as well as the need to create an understanding that AI is for all (including non-technical students and spaces). Navigating these tensions requires robust governance structures, sustained communication, and a willingness to continually adapt as the field matures. Importantly, the process illuminated that successful implementation transcends technological adoption, it hinges on cultivating a campus culture ready to engage with the ethical and societal implications of AI, and on building partnerships that extend UF’s leadership beyond the university itself. UF’s experience offers an adaptable model for other institutions seeking to chart their own AI futures. Through structured foresight, inclusive and open-call participation, and principled strategic planning, universities can align their AI trajectories with institution missions while maintaining a human centered approach. In doing so, they have the opportunity not only to harness the transformative power of AI but also to lead broader conversations on the future of knowledge, equity, and human flourishing in an algorithmic age. Academia has a unique resource in the knowledge and skills of our community and thus a responsibility for thoughtful integration and leadership of AI as a tool to enhance our mission and to serve our community. The AI Blue-Sky Visioning Taskforce findings provide a solid basis for UF to continue in a responsible and trailblazing journey as an AI University. Our success has been the result of administrative vision, investment and support; focus on campus-wide initiatives; and inclusion of all UF audiences in the process. 
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