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Abstract
Universities and industry have long sought stronger connections through internships, advisory boards, research collaborations and industry engagement initiatives. Yet the gap between higher education and professional practice remains a persistent challenge. This keynote proposes a simple but powerful idea: ‘the problem is the bridge’.
Drawing on extensive experience in industry-connected project-based learning, the keynote explores how authentic, real-world industry problems can become a platform for deeper collaboration between students, academia and industry. When industry problems are embedded meaningfully into learning, students move beyond acquiring knowledge to navigating ambiguity, exercising judgement, collaborating across disciplines and developing solutions with real-world consequences.
The keynote introduces the 'Problem Bridge' as a framework for viewing industry problems not simply as teaching activities, but as catalysts for learning, talent development, research, innovation, and sustained university–industry partnerships. It also considers the growing importance of authentic problem-based learning in the age of AI, where the ability to identify, frame and solve the right problems may become more valuable than simply generating answers.
Ultimately, the keynote challenges universities to move beyond preparing students for industry and instead create environments where students, academics and industry solve meaningful problems together.

