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Three years into the generative Al rollout, the bill is arriving. It
does not look like a balance sheet — it looks like a faculty survey
in which roughly nine in ten respondents say their students’ abil-
ity to think independently has weakened, and they blame the tools

the institution helped place in their hands [2]. That number is not a [2] 90% Of Faculty Say AI Is Weak-
ening Student Learning: How ... -

panic statistic from a single campus; it is the consensus reading from Forh
orpes

the people who watch undergraduates try to construct an argument.

The metaphor of cognitive debt — borrowing fluency from a machine
against the future capacity to reason without it — has moved out of

the think pieces and into the gradebook.

Universities did not stumble into this. Over three academic years,
they signed enterprise agreements, embedded copilots in learning man-
agement systems, integrated chatbots into advising, and added Al
literacy” to strategic plans. The institutional posture was diffusion-
first, governance-later, pedagogy-eventually. What now sits on the
desk of every provost is a question the rollout deferred: did higher ed-
ucation adopt a tool to expand the mind, or did it install a prosthesis
that lets the mind atrophy? The answer matters because the institu-
tion’s central product — the formation of an independently reasoning

adult — is the very capacity now showing measurable strain [27]. [27] The Real Job Destruction from
Al Is Hitting Before Careers Can
This essay maps where the discourse stands, what the evidence is Start

starting to say, and why the institution — not the faculty member,
not the student, not the vendor — is the unit of analysis that has
to change. The choice is no longer whether to ”integrate AL” It is
whether to redesign the curriculum around cognitive resilience or to
keep enabling a quiet substitution and pretend the substitution is
teaching.

The Adoption That Skipped the Argument

The first thing to notice about higher education’s AI adoption is how
little argument preceded it. Vendor documentation now reads like
university strategic plans, and university strategic plans read like
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vendor documentation. Microsoft’s own Cloud Adoption Framework

instructs institutional buyers to ”create your Al strategy” as a near-

prerequisite for operational continuity, framing adoption as a choice

between leadership and obsolescence [14]. The governance materials [14] Create your Al strategy - Cloud
that accompany it are detailed and serious — about cloud risk, data Adoption Framework
residency, and agent oversight [17] — but they are governance of the [17] Govern AI - Cloud Adoption
deployment, not of the pedagogy. The framework can tell a university Framework | Microsoft Learn

how to manage agentic risk across the organization [19]; it cannot tell [19] Governance and security for Al
a university whether a sophomore should be allowed to outsource the agents across the organization

first draft of every essay she will ever write.

This is not a complaint about Microsoft. It is an observation about
who supplied the conceptual vocabulary while universities were de-
ciding what to do. Competitive pressure did the rest. The Microsoft
AT Diffusion Report makes the structural point: AI uptake in 2025
produced a widening digital divide between institutions that bought
in early and those that did not, and the laggards are being framed as
failing their students [23]. Once falling behind” became the defining [23] PDF Global AT Adoption in 2025
institutional risk, the question of whether to adopt collapsed into the - A Widening Digital Divide
question of how fast.

The result is a strange asymmetry. Faculty senates spent 2023
and 2024 debating syllabus statements and detection policies while
procurement offices were signing site licenses. By the time the aca-
demic conversation matured, the tools were already infrastructural. As
Alvin Toffler argued in his late writings on the velocity of institutional
change, organizations that adopt technology faster than they can ab-
sorb its meaning produce a particular kind of disorientation — a sense
that the rules are being rewritten by the floor underneath you [10]. [10] After Shock
Higher education is now living inside that sensation.

What "Al Literacy” Was Asked to Cover Up

The institutional response to discomfort was to name it: ”Al literacy.”
The phrase did a lot of work. It implied that any negative outcome —
collapsed essays, hallucinated citations, gutted seminar discussion —
was a deficit in student or faculty fluency, not a defect in institutional
design. Once literacy became the diagnosis, professional development
became the cure, and the awkward question of whether the tool be-
longed in the classroom at all could be set aside.

The empirical picture undercuts that move. A theory-driven study
of text-based generative Al literacy from a self-efficacy perspective
finds that students’ subjective confidence in using these tools tracks
poorly with their actual capacity to evaluate Al outputs critically —
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fluency and judgment are decoupling [3]. Surveys of incoming under-
graduates tell the same story from the demand side: students arrive
having used these tools heavily in secondary school, but with shallow
understanding of their epistemics, their failure modes, or their own-
ership structure [30]. They are fluent users and naive consumers —
exactly the population that ”AT literacy” workshops are not designed
to address.

UNESCO’s framework for teachers makes the technical point that
even well-designed deployment in education has to contend with the
stochastic nature of generative output: the same prompt produces dif-
ferent answers, which makes the tools structurally unreliable for the
teaching of factual or conceptual knowledge — the very domains uni-
versities are accredited to certify [10]. Meredith Broussard’s Artificial
Unintelligence anticipated this category error a decade ago, warning
that institutions tend to grant computational systems an authority
they have not earned because the systems sound authoritative [10].
The seminar table is now full of confident interlocutors — student,
chatbot, and increasingly faculty member — none of whom is reliably
checking the others.

The deeper problem with ”Al literacy” as the institutional answer
is that it locates the cognitive work in the user, not in the curriculum.
It lets the institution avoid the harder design question: which intellec-
tual capacities does this degree exist to produce, and which of them
will survive the presence of a machine that can perform their surface
behaviors?

The Evidence the Brochures Don’t Quote

Here is what the early research actually shows. The BBC’s reporting
synthesizes a growing body of work suggesting that heavy reliance
on generative tools during cognitive tasks correlates with reduced
retention, weaker problem decomposition, and a documented dropoff
in unaided performance on tasks the user previously could complete
— what researchers are starting to call cognitive offloading without
buyback [1]. NPR’s coverage of a major K12 risk-benefit analysis
comes to the blunter conclusion that, as currently deployed, the risks
to learning outweigh the benefits — and the patterns extending into
undergraduate work are not encouraging [25].

The AAUP’s own contribution to the debate is more pointed. What
Does AI Do? presses the institution to be honest about the verb:
not "assists” learning, not "augments” cognition, but does — what

specifically does the tool do, and what does it do for the user that the

[3] A theory-driven scale for assessing
text-based generative Al literacy from
a self-efficacy perspective (T-GASE)

[30] What incoming students actually
know about Al

[10] AI competency framework for
teachers - UNESCO

[10] Artificial Unintelligence - How
Computers Misunderstand

[1] &apos;Think outside the
bots&apos;: How to stop Al from
turning your brain to mush

[25] Report: The risks of AI in schools
outweigh the benefits : NPR
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user is now no longer doing for themselves [28]. The question matters [28] What Does AT Do?
because higher education’s degree-granting authority rests on the

claim that the student, not a system, has acquired a capacity. When

the capacity is performed by a tool inside the assessment, the degree is

certifying something else — and the institution has not yet articulated

what.

A Spanish-language synthesis on Al and critical thinking — in-
creasingly cited in the European and Latin American discourse —
argues that the loss is not generic cognition but a specific faculty: the
willingness to sit with unresolved problems long enough to generate
one’s own framing [24]. Generative tools shorten that interval to zero. [24] PDF Inteligencia Artificial Y
The student does not learn that her first framing is usually wrong be- Pensamiento Critico
cause she never has to live inside it. A complementary piece from the
Fundacién Convivencia network develops the pedagogical implication:
critical thinking is not content but a habitus, and habitus only forms

through productive frustration that the institution has now optimized

away [21]. [21] Inteligencia Artificial y Pen-
samiento Critico en Educacién: Mar-
This is the debt. Not ”students cheat now.” Students cheating is an cos ...

old problem with a normal-sized scandal. The debt is that students
who do not cheat — who use the tools exactly as their professors
recommend — are nevertheless emerging less able to perform the
cognitive operations the degree implies. That is a structural problem,
and the structure is the institution.

The Governance Conversation That Ate the Pedagogy Conver-
sation

Walk through the trade press from the past six months and a pattern
surfaces. The dominant institutional discourse is governance: who
owns the data, who approves the vendors, who manages the risk,
who closes the policy gap. Forbes’ widely circulated ”90-day plan”
for college leaders is almost entirely about governance scaffolding —
committees, audits, risk registers, vendor reviews — with pedagogy

as a downstream consequence of compliance posture [20]. The peer- [20] Here&apos;s How College Leaders

reviewed literature has begun to formalize this as a category: Al is C;n Elose The Al Governance Gap ...
- rorbes

being deployed as a policy response to higher education’s enrollment

and retention crisis, not as a teaching tool whose pedagogy must be

defended on its own terms [26]. [26] Risk, Retention, and the Algo-
rithmic Institution: Artificial Intelli-

Research libraries — among the most thoughtful units in any uni- gence as a Policy Response to Higher
versity — show the same drift in miniature. The ARL Quick Poll Education in Crisis

documents that research libraries are heavily engaged in Al questions,
but the engagement skews toward access policy, licensing, infrastruc-
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ture, and staffing — the governance frame — while pedagogical and
epistemological questions trail [16]. UCL Laws’ careful internal study
of AT in assessment is one of the few institutional documents that
puts the pedagogical question first and uses governance as its servant
rather than its master — and it reads, against the broader landscape,
as conspicuous [9].

This imbalance is not accidental. Governance has owners — gen-
eral counsel, CIO, risk officers — with budgets, reporting lines, and
external auditors. Pedagogy has the faculty, who have neither time
nor a unified voice nor any institutional mechanism comparable to the
procurement committee. When the institution is asked "what is your
AT strategy,” it is structurally easier to produce a governance answer
than a pedagogy answer. The governance answer can be assembled in
a quarter. The pedagogy answer requires a faculty to redesign its own
discipline, which is a multi-year act of collective intellectual labor that

no current incentive structure rewards.

The cost of this asymmetry is that the conversation about what
students should learn to do without these tools is happening, when it
happens, in faculty common rooms — not in board meetings, not in
accreditation reviews, not in capital planning. The institution is gov-
erning the deployment of a technology whose pedagogical justification
it has not yet produced.

Detection Theater and Its Lawsuits

The clearest evidence that universities have substituted enforcement
for pedagogy is the detection apparatus. Schools have spent millions
on Al-detection tools whose false-positive rates are demonstrably high
enough to expose institutions to liability and to make routine teaching
adversarial [13]. The lawsuits are now a documented genre — students
accused on the basis of detector outputs, institutions unable to artic-
ulate the evidentiary standard, settlements and quiet policy reversals
[7]. Industry-side write-ups acknowledge that the detection-response
approach has become an arms race the institution cannot win, with
each new model generation invalidating last semester’s detection con-
tract [6].

The structural critique is sharper than ”the tools don’t work.” The
detection regime treats the problem as student dishonesty when the
problem is institutional design. If a degree’s assessments can be com-
pleted by a chatbot, the assessment is the artifact that needs redesign,
not the student who used the available tool. The detection appara-
tus lets the institution preserve the existing assessment scheme —

[16] Findings from ARL&apos;s 2026
AT Quick Poll

[9] Artificial Intelligence, Education
and Assessment at UCL Laws: Cur-
rent Thinking and Next Steps for the
UK Legal Education Sector

[13] Colleges pay millions for AI
detectors that are flawed - CalMatters

[7] AI Detection Lawsuits: Every
Student Case, Outcome, and What
the Data ...

[6] AI Detection in Education: How
Schools Are Responding
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five-page argumentative essay, take-home problem set, online quiz
— by criminalizing the use of a technology the same institution has
integrated into its operations.

The next escalation is already visible. Industry analysts are calling
on institutions to ban agentic Al browsers — the tools that don’t just
generate text but autonomously navigate websites, complete forms,
and submit work on the user’s behalf — because the technical asym-
metry between agentic systems and current assessment infrastructure

is becoming unmanageable [12]. The recommendation is rational and [12] Colleges And Schools Must Block
And Ban Agentic Al Browsers ... -

almost certainly futile. You cannot block a technology that the rest Forb
orbes

of the economy is normalizing while continuing to claim that your
graduates are prepared for that economy. The contradiction is the
institution’s, not the technology’s.

Meanwhile, the question of voice and authorship is mutating in
ways the detection frame cannot touch. Cornell researchers have be-
gun to investigate what it means to train an Al to speak like you —
to fine-tune a model on a person’s own writing such that the line be-
tween assistance and ventriloquism is no longer technically meaningful
[29]. If a student fine-tunes a model on her own corpus and uses it to [29] What does it mean to train an Al
draft, who is the author? The detection paradigm cannot answer that to speak like you?
question because it was built for a world where the question did not

exist.

What Redesign Actually Means

The institutional alternative to detection theater is assessment re-
design — and the literature on this is now substantial enough that
"we don’t know what to do” is no longer a credible institutional pos-
ture. The MDPI synthesis Beyond Detection: Redesigning Authentic
Assessment in an AI Era lays out the principle: assessments should
require demonstrated process, contextual judgment, and performance

under observable conditions, not just artifact production [11]. The [11] Beyond Detection: Redesigning
longer Marc Bowles white paper develops the operational detail — I‘:“/I‘gﬁntic Assessment in an Al ... -
oral defenses, in-class composition, longitudinal portfolios scored

against process evidence, supervised problem-solving with explicit

Al-allowed and Al-prohibited segments [22]. None of this is new ped- [22] PDF Authentic Assessment in the

agogy. It is the assessment design of a small liberal arts seminar circa Age of AI - marcbowles.com

1985, scaled and made explicit. The reason it has not happened at
scale is that it is expensive in faculty time and incompatible with the
section-size economics most institutions have spent two decades build-

ing.

This is the honest stakes point. Authentic assessment is what cog-
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nitive resilience looks like at the operational level, and authentic as-
sessment is what the modern research university’s labor structure has
been optimized against. Practitioners pushing responsible integration
on the inside — including the network of medical and professional ed-
ucators developing literacy frameworks for high-stakes domains — are
clear that "responsible” use requires faculty time that institutions have
not budgeted for [8]. The unit cost of an oral defense is not the unit
cost of a TurnltIn scan. The institution either pays the cost or it does
not, produce the capacity.

Curricular redesign is moving in some places. The Spanish-language
case study of an instructor moving from prohibition to “deep learning”
— the pedagogical move of integrating Al as an object of study rather
than a forbidden tool or an unexamined helper — describes a fund-
able, repeatable redesign at the course level, though it requires the
instructor to know more than the students about the tool, which most
faculty do not yet [15]. The ETC Journal’s longer reflection on rapid
change and higher education argues that the design problem is genera-
tional: the institutions that survive will be the ones that figure out, in
the next three to five years, how to make students more capable than
the tools they will use throughout their careers — not less [4].

The MIT Press’ framing of computational thinking is useful here as
a backstop. It observes that access to information has not produced
wisdom and that the longing for wise leadership has only intensified as
the information environment thickened [10]. The pedagogical mission
of the university — to produce people who can metabolize information
into judgment — was already in trouble before generative Al; the tools
have simply made the failure mode efficient. Redesign means treating
judgment as the curricular product and using Al, where it appears, as
something the student learns to audit rather than to depend on.

The Missing Frame: Partnership That Names the Asymmetry

What the discourse is still largely missing is an honest account of the
partnership universities have entered with their Al vendors. The ven-
dor side speaks freely: deployment frameworks, adoption strategies,
governance modules, platform governance — all describing a relation-
ship in which the vendor is the senior partner and the institution is
the integration site [5], [18]. The institution side has not produced a
corresponding analytical framework — what does the university get,
what does it owe, what does it surrender, what is the exit cost. The
question of whether the university’s intellectual capital is being ab-
sorbed into model training, and on what terms, is rarely posed in the

[8] AI in Higher Education: Responsi-
ble Integration and Literacy

[15] De la prohibicién al aprendizaje
profundo: cémo la TA estd ...

[4] Age of Rapid Change and Implica-
tions for Higher Education ...

[10] Computational Thinking - The
MIT Press Essential Knowledge

[5] AI adoption for Microsoft and
Azure - Cloud Adoption Framework

(18] Govern Azure platform services
(PaaS) for AI - Cloud Adoption
Framework
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same sentence as the question of pedagogy.

This silence is the deepest expression of cognitive debt at the in-
stitutional rather than the individual level. The university has out-
sourced its own thinking about what AI does to the firms that sell
it. The faculty member who wants to know whether to allow Al in
her seminar is reading vendor documentation because the institu-
tion has not yet produced its own. The lecture hall is full of students
who learned about these tools from the firms that profit from their
use, attending courses designed under enrollment pressure described
by consultants paid by those same firms’ partners. Broussard’s older
warning about the AT Now Institute as a model for independent anal-
ysis — academic and journalistic capacity to study these systems from
outside the vendor frame — remains the unfinished agenda [10]. Uni- [10] Artificial Unintelligence - How
versities should be the strongest such site; they are currently among Computers Misunderstand
the weakest.

A genuine partnership frame would name the asymmetry and ne-
gotiate against it. It would treat vendor adoption frameworks as one
input among several, not as the institution’s de facto strategy. It
would invest in faculty-led capacity to audit the tools the institution
licenses. It would refuse to let ”Al literacy” stand in for the harder
question of what the curriculum is for. And it would acknowledge, in
writing, that some of the cognitive operations the institution is com-
mitted to producing are operations that no tool should perform on the
student’s behalf — and design the assessment system around that line.

The Choice the Title Names

The Yale SOM analysis of the labor market — the broader environ-
ment graduates will enter — concludes that the Al-driven destruction
of entry-level white-collar work is hitting before the affected workers
have careers to defend, which means the cohort currently in higher
education will need cognitive capacities one rung above what the

tools can do, not below [27]. A graduate who has spent four years co- [27] The Real Job Destruction from
writing with a model and is now indistinguishable from the model is /;:I Ii Hitting Before Careers Can
ar

structurally unemployable in the market the institution claims to pre-
pare her for. This is the cost of cognitive debt cashed out in a labor

curve.

The debt collector in the title is not the regulator or the vendor.
It is the labor market, the civic sphere, and ultimately the student
herself, asking — five years after graduation, in front of a problem her
degree implied she could solve — why she cannot. Universities can an-
swer that question by redesigning the curriculum and the assessment
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system around capacities that survive the presence of generative tools,
paying the faculty-time cost that redesign requires, and naming the
vendor relationship as a relationship rather than an infrastructure. Or
they can keep enabling the substitution, retain the section economics,
defer the redesign, and watch genuine intellectual development mi-
grate to wherever it goes — workplace apprenticeships, independent
study, the small number of institutions that did the work. The faculty
already know which way the evidence points [2]. What remains uncer-
tain is whether the institution, as an institution, is still capable of the
collective intellectual labor its own diagnosis requires.

The choice in the title is not a rhetorical flourish. Enabling and
redesigning are two different institutional postures with two different
operating budgets, two different faculty contracts, two different assess-
ment infrastructures, and two different theories of what a graduate
is. The next five years will reveal which one the institution actually
picked, regardless of which one it claimed in the strategic plan.
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