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Executive Summary

Decisions about Al in your education are being made largely without
you. Faculty committees debate policy, administrators issue guide-
lines, and platforms update terms of service—while student perspec-
tives remain peripheral to a conversation that determines your aca-
demic options and professional preparation. This briefing synthesizes
the evidence from 909 articles to give you what institutions aren’t
consistently providing: the actual research, the real tradeoffs, and the
choices you still have.

What’s Actually at Stake

The core tension is genuine, not manufactured. Research documents
what’s being called ”cognitive sedentarism”—the risk that outsourcing
intellectual effort undermines the learning process itself [2]. Struggle
isn’t punishment; it’s often how knowledge consolidates. At the same
time, blanket prohibition leaves you unprepared for workplaces already
integrating these tools [3]. The honest assessment: over-reliance on

AT risks shallow understanding and skill atrophy. Complete avoidance
risks professional disadvantage and missed opportunities for legitimate
augmentation. Neither extreme serves you.

Institutions themselves are conflicted. Policies range from prohi-
bition to required integration, often within the same university [5].
Professors adapt unevenly—some redesigning assessments entirely,
others treating Al use as categorically dishonest [8]. You navigate this
inconsistency while the discourse about ”your” Al use rarely includes
your input.

What This Briefing Provides

Evidence-based strategies for using Al effectively when appropri-
ate, understanding when to avoid it for your own development, and
navigating institutional policies that vary by professor, course, and
semester. Not moral instruction—information and agency.
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Critical Tension

The Real Dilemma

You're operating in an environment where the same tool that could
help you understand complex material might simultaneously prevent
you from developing the capacity to understand it independently.
This isn’t a scare tactic—it’s the central tension that researchers,
faculty, and institutions are wrestling with, and you’re living it in
real-time. The concept researchers are calling ”cognitive sedentarism”
captures this precisely: when AI handles the cognitive heavy lifting,
your intellectual muscles may atrophy [1].

What makes this particularly difficult is that AT assistance often
feels like learning while it’s happening. You engage with material, you
produce outputs, you move forward. The question of whether you're
building durable understanding or just processing information through
an external system often doesn’t become clear until much later—
sometimes not until you're in a situation where the Al isn’t available
[6]. French educators have framed this as the challenge of preserving
"le gotit de l'effort intellectuel”—the taste for intellectual effort—in an
environment where that effort can be offloaded [2].

Why Institutional Guidance Isn’t Helping

The policy landscape you're navigating is genuinely incoherent. One
professor prohibits all Al use; another requires it; a third says nothing,
leaving you to guess. This isn’t because institutions are incompetent—
it’s because they’re working through fundamental disagreements about
what education means in this context. The shift from prohibition
to preparation that some institutions advocate hasn’t reached most
classrooms yet [5]. Task forces at universities from Toronto to Boston
are producing frameworks, but implementation remains fragmented
[14].

Here’s what makes this worse: student perspectives constitute
roughly 3.76% of the discourse shaping these policies. The people
who will live with these rules longest have the least input into creat-
ing them. Decisions about Al detection tools, acceptable use bound-
aries, and assessment redesign are being made largely by faculty and
administrators—informed by their concerns, filtered through their as-
sumptions. Research on student trust and adoption patterns exists
[11], but incorporating student voice into policy design remains the

exception.
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The Skills Question

The cognitive skills potentially at risk aren’t trivial. Research frame-
works like SAGE emphasize that critical thinking in Al-assisted en-
vironments requires new capacities—not just understanding Al out-
puts, but evaluating their reliability, recognizing their limitations, and
maintaining independent judgment [13]. The gap between AT liter-
acy (knowing how to use the tools) and Al readiness (knowing how to
deploy them strategically for actual learning) is substantial [3].

The skills you’ll actually need aren’t being systematically taught.
How do you maintain deep reading capacity when Al can summarize?
How do you develop genuine expertise when AI can simulate it? These
aren’t rhetorical questions—they’re practical challenges that most
curricula haven’t addressed. Literature reviews on Al integration in
education consistently find that pedagogical frameworks lag behind
technological deployment [10]. Meanwhile, research on Al substituting
for human interaction in education raises concerns about isolation and

its effects on retention [15].

Your Position

Your actual agency is limited but not zero. You can make conscious
decisions about when AT assists learning versus when it replaces it—
but this requires honest self-assessment that no one else can do for
you. The real risk of heavy Al reliance isn’t primarily getting caught
or facing integrity sanctions; it’s arriving at the next stage—a job,

a graduate program, a situation requiring independent expertise—
without the capabilities you were supposed to develop. The real risk
of avoiding Al entirely is graduating without skills your peers have
developed. There’s no policy that resolves this tension for you. The
institutions will eventually establish clearer guidance, but you're
learning now. Navigate accordingly: use AT deliberately rather than
automatically, and recognize that the uncertainty you're experiencing
isn’t a failure of your understanding—it’s an accurate perception of a
genuinely unclear situation [12].

Actionable Recommendations

Developing Your Own Al Practice

The institutional landscape around Al use remains fragmented—
what’s encouraged in one course may trigger an integrity violation in
another. Rather than waiting for policies to stabilize, you can build
practices that serve your actual learning while positioning you for pro-
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fessional contexts where Al competence is expected. These strategies
are choices you make, not rules imposed.

Strategy 1: Map Your Cognitive Patterns Before Automat-
ing Them

The common approach of using Al for any task that feels difficult
often backfires because it prevents you from distinguishing between
productive struggle (where learning happens) and unproductive fric-
tion (where AT genuinely helps). Researchers have identified ”cogni-
tive sedentarism” as a real concern—the atrophying of thinking skills

through over-reliance on Al consultation [1]. [1] Chat GPT y sedentarismo cog-
nitivo: aprender de consultas a la TA

”

A more effective approach: Keep a simple log of when you reach for
ATl and why. After two weeks, patterns emerge—are you outsourcing
the same cognitive operations repeatedly?

How to implement: - This week: Note each Al interaction with a
one-word tag: stuck, tedious, curious, or rushing - This month: Re-
view your tags. "Stuck” and ”curious” uses typically support learning;
"tedious” is neutral; "rushing” often undermines it - This semester:
Develop personal guidelines based on your patterns. Some students
find AI excellent for brainstorming but counterproductive for editing;
others discover the opposite

What this builds: Metacognitive awareness—understanding your
own learning processes, which employers consistently value more than
any specific technical skill.

What to watch for: If your "rushing” category dominates, you're
likely trading skill development for immediate efficiency.

Strategy 2: Choose Three Skills to Protect

The common approach of assuming all skills matter equally cre-
ates paralysis—you can’t develop everything without AI assistance.
But research on Al readiness suggests the distinction matters: liter-
acy (knowing how to use tools) differs fundamentally from readiness
(being prepared for Al-transformed environments) [3]. Both require [3] AI Literacy vs Readiness in Uni-
deliberate attention. versities

A more effective approach: Identify three specific skills you will de-
velop primarily through unaided practice, while using Al strategically
for others.

How to implement: - This week: List skills your degree should
develop. Circle three that either (a) matter most for your career goals,
or (b) you're weakest in - This month: For those three skills, commit
to completing at least some work without Al assistance, even when Al
would be faster - This semester: Track your growth in those areas
through before/after comparisons of unaided work

What this builds: The capacity to perform when Al isn’t available
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or appropriate—job interviews, certification exams, real-time profes-
sional situations.

What to watch for: Choosing skills you already have rather than
ones you need to develop. The point is growth, not comfort.

Strategy 3: Document Everything in Policy-Ambiguous
Zones

The common approach of guessing what instructors want of-
ten backfires because policies vary dramatically across courses and
semesters, and the same behavior may be praised by one professor
and flagged by another. The shift from prohibition to preparation
frameworks remains uneven [5].

A more effective approach: When policies are unclear, create your
own documentation trail that demonstrates intentionality and learn-
ing.

How to implement: - This week: For each course, note the stated

AT policy (or absence of one). Email instructors if genuinely ambigu-
ous: "I want to clarify appropriate AI use for [specific assignment]”
- This month: When you use Al in work, keep the conversation
logs. Many students screenshot key exchanges or export chat his-
tories - This semester: For major projects, consider including a
brief methodology note: "I used Al for [specific purpose| and veri-
fied/developed the output by [specific steps]”

What this builds: Professional documentation habits. In workplace
contexts, explaining your process—including Al assistance—is increas-
ingly expected.

What to watch for: If you're reluctant to document your AT use,
that reluctance is diagnostic. Practices you’d hide from instructors
probably aren’t serving your learning.

Strategy 4: Develop Verification as Automatic Habit

The common approach of accepting Al output at face value often
backfires because generative Al produces confident-sounding errors
at scale. Research on trust in these systems reveals that calibrating
appropriate skepticism—neither over-trusting nor under-trusting—
remains a core challenge [4].

A more effective approach: Build verification steps that become
automatic, not optional.

How to implement: - This week: For any Al-generated fac-
tual claim you plan to use, spend 90 seconds attempting to verify it
through another source. Track your false-positive rate - This month:
Develop domain-specific verification heuristics. Which types of Al out-
puts in your field are most reliable? Least? How can you tell before
fact-checking? - This semester: Practice catching Al errors in real-

[5] From Prohibition to Preparation:
Reframing Academic Integrity in the
Age of Al

[4] Exploring trust in generative Al
for higher education ... - Nature
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time. When working with AI, actively look for the mistake rather than
assuming accuracy

What this builds: Critical evaluation skills that transfer to all in-
formation sources—a capability employers report wanting but rarely
finding in graduates.

What to watch for: If you stop catching errors, either you’'re becom-
ing too trusting or the AI has improved. Test regularly with questions
where you already know the answer.

Strategy 5: Build Demonstrable Competencies, Not Just
Completed Assignments

The common approach of optimizing for grades often backfires in
Al-saturated contexts because grades increasingly fail to distinguish
between student capability and effective AI use. UNESCO guidance
emphasizes that Al integration should enhance rather than replace the
development of human competencies [7].

A more effective approach: Develop a portfolio of work that demon-
strates what you can do, not just what you submitted.

How to implement: - This week: Identify one project or assign-
ment where you could create both an Al-assisted version and a pri-
marily self-generated version. The comparison teaches you about both
- This month: Start documenting projects where your contribution
is clearly identifiable—process notes, iteration histories, problems
you solved - This semester: Build artifacts that survive beyond the
course: writing samples you could share with employers, code you
actually understand, analyses you could explain in an interview

What this builds: Evidence of capability that remains valuable
regardless of how AI detection or academic policies evolve.

What to watch for: If you couldn’t explain or reproduce your sub-
mitted work in a conversation, you’ve optimized for the wrong out-

come.

The Honest Tradeoff

Every strategy here involves choosing some inefficiency now for ca-
pacity later. That tradeoff isn’t always worth it—sometimes the as-
signment genuinely doesn’t matter and efficiency is rational. The goal
isn’t purity; it’s intentionality. You're making choices about what to
develop and what to delegate, rather than defaulting to whatever is
fastest.

The students who will navigate Al-transformed careers most
successfully aren’t those who avoided AT or those who used it for
everything—they’re the ones who developed judgment about when

[7] Guia para el uso de IA generativa
en educacion e investigacién


https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000389227
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000389227
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000389227

each approach serves their actual goals.

Supporting Evidence

What We Analyzed

This synthesis draws from 1,885 articles collected during the week of
November 18-24, 2025, with 909 specifically focused on higher edu-
cation and AI. This represents a snapshot of current discourse—not
complete knowledge, and certainly not settled science. The research
landscape is fragmented across institutional policy documents, aca-
demic studies, opinion pieces, and task force reports. What follows is
an honest accounting of what exists, what’s missing, and what remains
genuinely unknown.

Who’s Speaking, Who’s Not

The most striking feature of Al-in-education research is who dom-
inates the conversation: administrators, policymakers, and faculty
researchers. Student perspectives appear in approximately 3.76% of
the discourse we analyzed; parent perspectives in just 0.29%. This
isn’t accidental—it reflects whose concerns are deemed relevant when
institutions discuss "preparing students for AL”

The implications matter. When research asks "how should univer-
sities integrate AI?” rather than "what do students actually need?”,
it centers institutional interests: managing academic integrity, main-
taining enrollment, demonstrating innovation. Research on student ex-
periences tends to focus on compliance behaviors rather than learning

outcomes [4]. Studies examining Al adoption patterns often measure [4] Exploring trust in generative Al
whether students follow rules rather than whether they’re developing for higher education ... - Nature
capabilities [11]. [11] Modeles d’acceptation d’une

technologie et mécanismes attention-

X . . nels: I’adoption de ChatGPT chez les
tools affect long-term skill development, career preparation, or in- étudiants de I'enseignement supérieur

This absence shapes what gets studied. Questions about how Al

tellectual confidence remain largely unasked—mnot because they’re
unimportant, but because they center student interests rather than
institutional ones.

What’s Actually Being Debated

The core tension running through this research isn’t whether Al
should exist in education—it’s whether current integration approaches
prioritize efficiency over intellectual development. French researchers
warn about preserving "le gotlit de l'effort intellectuel”—the taste for

intellectual effort [2], while others document what they call "seden- [2] «Préserver le gott de I’effort
intellectuel» : l'université face ...
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tarismo cognitivo”—cognitive sedentarism from relying on Al for
queries [1].

Meanwhile, frameworks like the University of Toronto’s Al task
force emphasize "Al readiness” as an institutional imperative [14].
These aren’t contradictory positions that have been resolved—adults
are genuinely figuring this out in real-time, which means you’re navi-
gating without a map because no one has one yet.

Where Implementations Are Failing

Ethical concerns dominate documented failures. A recent Spanish data
protection ruling sanctioned biometric Al use in university contexts
[9]—surveillance tools deployed faster than privacy frameworks could
evaluate them. Research on academic integrity reveals policy confusion
rather than clarity, with institutions shifting ”from prohibition to
preparation” without clear evidence for either approach [5].

What’s notably absent: systematic failure documentation for learn-
ing outcomes. We know where detection tools fail, where privacy
violations occur, where policies conflict—but long-term impacts on
student skill development remain largely unstudied.

What This Means for You

The honest answer is that crucial evidence doesn’t exist yet. Stud-

ies examining AI’s effect on programming education are emerging

[10], but comprehensive research on writing skill development, critical
thinking acquisition, or professional preparation with Al assistance re-
mains thin. One study examining human connection in Al-augmented
education found measurable costs to retention when artificial intelli-
gence substitutes for human interaction [15].

What we can say: frameworks for responsible use are emerging,
including structured approaches to critical thinking development [13].
UNESCO has published guidance attempting to balance innovation
with protection [7].

The uncertainty is real—but so is your stake in how these questions
get answered. The research that exists centers institutional concerns;
the research that’s needed would center yours.
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