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The Earthquake Has Already Happened: Mapping Al’s Disrup-

tion of Higher Education

The ground has shifted beneath higher education, though many insti-
tutions continue to walk as if the earth remains stable. This week’s
discourse reveals a sector caught between revolutionary technological
adoption and institutional paralysis. While [11], universities scramble
to draft policies for a transformation already underway. The result

is a landscape marked by profound disconnections: between student
practice and institutional policy, between governance frameworks and
pedagogical reality, between promises of equity and emerging dispari-
ties.

For faculty members watching from the sidelines—perhaps teach-
ing sculpture, literature, or nursing—the cacophony of voices can be
overwhelming. Administrative emails arrive weekly announcing new
AT committees. Students submit work that seems uncannily polished.
Detection software flags innocent writing while missing obvious Al
generation. Meanwhile, fundamental questions about learning, think-
ing, and human development in an Al-saturated world remain largely
unaddressed. This survey maps the current terrain, revealing not just
what different stakeholders are saying, but what their positions reveal
about higher education’s uncertain future.

The evidence paints a picture of an institution experiencing what
seismologists might call a "silent earthquake”—the tectonic plates have
already shifted, but the full impact hasn’t yet reached the surface.

As [17] argues, universities face a choice between actively shaping
this transformation or becoming passive subjects of technological

determinism.

The Chasm Between Adoption and Readiness

The numbers are staggering and consistent across multiple studies.
Student adoption of AT tools has reached near-saturation, with [1]
reporting benefits to their learning. Yet this massive behavioral shift

[11] New Coursera report shows that
95% of students and educators report
using Al tools for academic work

[17] Try to shape AI’s impact on
learning, or be redefined by it

(1] 4 in 5 Students Say AI Improved
Their Academic Performance
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occurs within institutions largely unprepared for the implications.
The disconnect manifests at every level: from individual classrooms
where instructors discover mid-semester that students have been us-
ing ChatGPT, to institutional levels where, as [11] documents, most
universities lack coherent policies.

This adoption-readiness gap creates what might be called a ”wild
west” environment. Without clear institutional guidance, individual
instructors create their own rules, leading to the confusion and anxiety
documented in [11]. Students navigate a minefield where identical
AT use might be encouraged in one class and grounds for failure in
another. The stress isn’t merely academic—it’s existential. Students
report lying awake wondering if their legitimate writing will be flagged
as Al-generated, while simultaneously feeling pressure to use Al tools
to remain competitive with peers.

Faculty perspectives reveal a different dimension of this chasm. [11],
with 84-92% of instructors agreeing on these risks. Yet many of these
same faculty members lack training, resources, or institutional support
to adapt their pedagogy. They’re asked to police a technology they
barely understand while maintaining educational standards designed
for a pre-Al world.

The institutional response has been sluggish and often misaligned
with the speed of change. While students have already integrated Al
into their daily academic practice, universities convene committees
to draft policies that may be obsolete before implementation. This
temporal mismatch—between the pace of technological adoption and
institutional adaptation—emerges as a defining characteristic of the
current moment. As [18] notes, early warnings about AI’s disruptive
potential went largely unheeded, and now institutions scramble to
catch up with a transformation already in progress.

The Governance Obsession: Frameworks Without Foundations

Perhaps nothing better illustrates higher education’s response to Al
than its overwhelming focus on governance. The data reveals that gov-
ernance discourse dominates, appearing in 38.9% of all articles, while
pedagogical considerations appear in fewer than 5% of discussions.
This imbalance manifests in an explosion of framework documents,
policy guidelines, and governance structures that often feel discon-

nected from classroom realities.

The governance fixation reaches extreme proportions, as docu-
mented by [12], which offers comprehensive guidelines without corre-
sponding data on actual institutional adoption or impact. Similarly,

[11] Majority of college students use
or must use Al in classwork

[11] Fear of Being Flagged by Al
Detectors Drives Student Stress

[11] Faculty Express Near-Universal
Concern That Student AI Use re-
duces critical thinking and enables
plagiarism

(18] Was this 2017 AI prediction
about universities prophetic?

[12] PDF Guidance for generative Al
in education and research
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[13] presents elaborate frameworks that read more like regulatory com-
pliance documents than educational innovation guides.

This governance emphasis reflects deeper institutional anxieties
about control, liability, and reputation. Universities approach Al
primarily as a risk to be managed rather than an opportunity to be
explored. The result is what [11] critiques as performative policy-
making—institutions creating elaborate governance structures that
signal responsible oversight while failing to address fundamental peda-
gogical challenges.

The practical consequences of this governance obsession are signif-
icant. Faculty receive lengthy policy documents but little practical
guidance on redesigning assessments or integrating Al meaningfully
into curriculum. Students encounter elaborate acceptable use poli-
cies but minimal education on AT literacy or critical engagement. As
[10] argues, effective AT governance requires participatory approaches
rooted in educational practice, not top-down declarations.

The governance documents themselves reveal telling assumptions.
They frequently position Al as an external force to be regulated rather
than a tool to be integrated. They emphasize compliance and risk mit-
igation over innovation and pedagogical enhancement. Most tellingly,
they often lack mechanisms for rapid iteration or feedback, creating
static policies for a dynamic technological landscape. This approach—
creating fixed rules for a fluid situation—emerges as a fundamental

mismatch that undermines effectiveness.

The Teaching Dilemma: Between Preservation and Transfor-
mation

Faculty voices in the discourse reveal profound tensions between pre-
serving traditional educational values and adapting to technological
change. The debate transcends simple technophobia or resistance to
change. Instead, it reflects fundamental questions about what educa-
tion means in an Al-saturated world. As [11] documents, instructors
worry not just about cheating but about the erosion of cognitive capa-
bilities they’ve spent careers cultivating.

The pedagogical challenges are concrete and immediate. [14] ex-
plores how AI fundamentally challenges assumptions about writing
instruction. If AT can generate grammatically perfect, well-structured
prose instantly, what is the purpose of teaching writing? The tradi-
tional answer—that writing is thinking made visible—becomes com-
plicated when the thinking happens inside an algorithm rather than a

human mind.

[13] PDF L’TIA en éducation - cadre
d’usage - Education.gouv.fr

[11] AI governance is a duty of care,
not a branding exercise

[10] La gouvernance de I'TA ne se
décréte pas dans une salle de confer-
ence

[11] Faculty Express Near-Universal
Concern That Student AI Use under-
mines critical thinking

[14] Penser I’écriture a I’heure de
I'intelligence artificielle
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Some faculty attempt to ban AT use entirely, creating what [19]
demonstrates are ultimately futile prohibition regimes. Students find
ways around bans, creating an adversarial dynamic that poisons the
learning environment. Other instructors attempt to integrate Al but
often without clear pedagogical frameworks or learning objectives.
The result is what might be called "pedagogical improvisation”—well-
meaning but inconsistent attempts to adapt on the fly.

The discourse reveals an emerging split between what might be
termed "preservationists” and "transformationalists.” Preservationists,
as exemplified in [11], argue for maintaining traditional cognitive prac-
tices and skills despite AI’s availability. They emphasize the intrinsic
value of human thinking, writing, and problem-solving. Transforma-
tionalists, represented in work like [16], advocate for fundamental
pedagogical redesign that positions Al as a collaborator in learning.

This philosophical divide has practical consequences. Preservation-
ists tend to focus on detection and prevention, investing in increas-
ingly sophisticated (and problematic) AI detection tools. Transfor-
mationalists experiment with new forms of assessment and learning
that assume Al availability. Neither approach has demonstrated clear
superiority, leaving faculty in an uncomfortable middle ground. As [6]
makes clear, most instructors lack both the training and institutional
support to navigate these choices effectively.

Assessment in Crisis: The Collapse of Traditional Methods

No aspect of higher education faces more immediate disruption than

assessment. The traditional ecosystem of exams, essays, and problem
sets—the infrastructure through which universities certify learning—
faces an existential crisis. [4] provides empirical evidence that AT can
successfully complete a significant portion of engineering assessments,
calling into question the validity of current evaluation methods.

The crisis extends beyond STEM fields. [2] demonstrates that Al-
generated answers can pass undetected in various disciplines, earn-
ing scores that would qualify for degrees. This isn’t merely about
cheating—it’s about the fundamental validity of assessment methods
designed for a pre-Al world.

Universities have responded with a mix of panic and denial. The
panic manifests in the rapid adoption of AI detection tools, despite
mounting evidence of their unreliability. As [11] documents, these
tools create false positives that penalize legitimate work while miss-
ing actual Al use. The denial appears in assertions that traditional
methods can continue with minor modifications—a position that seems

[19] Where there’s a will there’s
a way: ChatGPT is used despite
prohibition strategies

[11] Preserving learning in the age of
Al shortcuts

[16] To Use but Not to Depend: Ped-
agogical Novelty and the Cognitive
Brake of Ethical Awareness

[6] Examining Teaching Competencies
and Challenges While Integrating
Artificial Intelligence in Higher Edu-
cation

[4] Could ChatGPT get an engi-
neering degree? Evaluating higher
education vulnerability to Al assis-
tants

[2] A real-world test of artificial
intelligence infiltration of a university
examination

[11] Fear of Being Flagged by Al
Detectors Drives Student Stress
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increasingly untenable given the empirical evidence.

Some institutions attempt more thoughtful responses. [20] proposes [20] Writing with machines? Recon-
ceptualizing student work in the age

new assessment frameworks that assume Al collaboration rather than AL
[0)

prohibiting it. These approaches—focusing on process documenta-
tion, reflective analysis, and iterative development—show promise but
require fundamental shifts in how educators think about evaluation.

The assessment crisis reveals deeper questions about the purpose
of education. If Al can pass our tests, what are we actually testing?
If students will have Al assistance in their professional lives, why
prohibit it in their education? Yet as [11] argues, simply accepting Al [11] The greatest risk of AT in higher
use without maintaining cognitive challenges risks creating graduates education isn’t cheating
dependent on tools they don’t understand. The challenge isn’t just
redesigning assessments—it’s clarifying what capabilities universities

aim to develop and certify in an Al age.

Equity’s Double Edge: Amplifying or Addressing Disparities

The equity implications of Al in education present a fundamental

paradox. The same tools that promise to democratize access to high-

quality educational support threaten to exacerbate existing inequali-

ties. [5] explores this tension, noting how AI could either level playing [5] Critical Generative AT for Educa-

fields or create new forms of disadvantage. tional Equity and Justice

On one hand, AI tutoring shows remarkable promise. [3] provides [3] AT tutoring outperforms in-class
rigorous evidence that AI tutors can deliver personalized instruction active learning: an RCT study
that exceeds traditional methods. For students without access to
expensive tutoring or high-quality schools, such tools could provide
unprecedented educational support. The potential to address historical

inequities in educational access appears genuine and significant.

Yet the same studies reveal concerning patterns. Students with
stronger digital literacy, better internet access, and more sophisti-
cated prompt engineering skills gain disproportionate benefits from Al
tools. As [15] documents, Al systems often embed and amplify exist- [15] The Unintended Consequences of
ing biases, potentially reinforcing the very inequalities they promise to Autificial Intelligence and Education

address.

The equity challenge extends beyond individual student access to
institutional capacity. Well-resourced universities rapidly develop Al
strategies, provide faculty training, and invest in infrastructure. Mean-
while, under-resourced institutions struggle to keep pace, potentially
widening gaps between elite and non-elite institutions. [8] examines [8] How will AI Impact Racial Dispar-
ities in Education?

these systemic patterns, finding that without intentional intervention,
AT adoption follows existing privilege patterns.
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International disparities add another dimension. The discourse
remains dominated by perspectives from wealthy nations, with lim-
ited representation from the Global South. While documents like [12] [12] PDF Guidance for generative Al
acknowledge global contexts, practical implementation remains con- in education and research
centrated in well-resourced systems. This geographic inequality in Al
adoption and governance threatens to create new forms of educational
colonialism, where technological capabilities determine educational

possibilities.

The Missing Conversation: Al as Fducational Partner

Perhaps the most striking finding from analyzing the discourse is
what’s absent. Only 5.2% of articles frame Al as a collaborative part-
ner in education, despite this being potentially the most productive
paradigm. The dominant frames—AlI as threat, tool, or governance
challenge—limit imagination about educational futures. This concep-
tual poverty constrains responses and perpetuates adversarial dynam-

ics.

The partnership paradigm, where it appears, offers compelling
alternatives. [11] demonstrates how AI can function as a learning [11] Ontario Tech launches human-
companion rather than a replacement for human interaction. Similarly, centred Al Learning Agent pilot
research exploring AI’s role in supporting students with disabilities
reveals possibilities for personalized support that enhances rather than

replaces human educators.

The absence of partnership framing reflects deeper institutional
cultures. Universities traditionally organize around human expertise
and authority. AI challenges these hierarchies by making certain forms
of expertise widely accessible. Rather than reimagining educational
relationships, institutions default to control-oriented responses that

preserve existing structures. As [9] argues, this defensive posture pre- [9] L'Intelligence Artificielle dans
I’Enseignement Supérieur : Entre
promesses et défis

vents universities from exploring AI’s transformative potential.

The partnership paradigm would require fundamental shifts in
how educators conceptualize their role. Rather than information de-
liverers or gatekeepers, teachers would become learning designers,
critical thinking coaches, and ethical guides. Students would need new
competencies in Al collaboration, prompt engineering, and critical
evaluation. Assessment would focus on human-Al collaboration quality
rather than prohibiting AI use. These changes challenge deeply held

assumptions about teaching, learning, and expertise.

Some voices in the discourse point toward these possibilities. Work
on Al literacy frameworks suggests competencies needed for effective
human-AT collaboration. Experiments with Al-assisted creative work
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in arts education reveal new forms of human-machine creativity. Yet
these remain marginal to mainstream discourse, overshadowed by
concerns about cheating, governance, and control. The failure to de-
velop robust partnership paradigms may prove higher education’s most
significant missed opportunity in responding to Al.

Navigating Forward: Beyond Reaction to Vision

The current moment in higher education feels simultaneously rev-
olutionary and paralyzed. Revolutionary because the technological
capabilities now available fundamentally challenge every assumption
about teaching, learning, and assessment. Paralyzed because institu-
tional responses remain largely reactive, defensive, and disconnected
from the transformation already underway.

The path forward requires moving beyond the current framings that
dominate discourse. Rather than viewing Al primarily as a cheating
risk to be detected or a governance challenge to be managed, universi-
ties need educational visions that assume Al availability. This doesn’t
mean uncritical acceptance—[16] provides models for maintaining crit-
ical distance while embracing tools. But it does mean abandoning the
fiction that prohibition or detection can preserve pre-Al educational
models.

Several principles emerge from the more thoughtful voices in the
discourse. First, transparency about AI use should replace futile at-
tempts at prohibition. Second, assessment must shift from testing in-
formation recall to evaluating critical thinking, creativity, and ethical
reasoning—capabilities that remain distinctly human. Third, equity
considerations must be central to implementation, with intentional
efforts to prevent Al from amplifying existing disparities. Fourth, fac-
ulty development needs massive investment, moving beyond policy
communication to genuine pedagogical support.

Most fundamentally, higher education needs new narratives about
its purpose in an Al age. If Al can write essays, solve problems, and
even provide personalized tutoring, what unique value do universities
provide? The answer likely involves qualities that remain fundamen-
tally human: ethical reasoning, creative problem-framing, interper-
sonal connection, and the ability to navigate uncertainty. As [7] sug-
gests, universities must articulate and demonstrate their continued

relevance rather than assuming it.

The discourse this week reveals an institution at a crossroads. The
earthquake has happened—AI has fundamentally disrupted educa-
tional assumptions and practices. The question now is whether higher

[16] To Use but Not to Depend: Ped-
agogical Novelty and the Cognitive
Brake of Ethical Awareness

[7] Generative Al in Higher Education
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education will respond with vision and creativity or continue reactive
governance and prohibition. For faculty watching from the sidelines,
the message is clear: engagement is no longer optional. The trans-
formation is happening with or without institutional leadership. The
choice is whether to help shape it or be shaped by it.

The sculpture professor mentioned at the outset might find un-
expected relevance in their discipline’s history. Just as photography
forced painters to discover what made painting essential beyond mere
representation, Al forces educators to discover what makes human
teaching essential beyond information transfer. The answer, still
emerging from the discourse, likely involves the irreducibly human
elements of education: mentorship, inspiration, community, and the
cultivation of wisdom rather than mere knowledge. These remain
higher education’s unique province—if it can remember and reclaim
them amid the governance documents and detection software.

References

1. 4 in 5 Students Say Al Improved Their Academic Performance

2. A real-world test of artificial intelligence infiltration of a university

examination
3. Al tutoring outperforms in-class active learning: an RCT study

4. Could ChatGPT get an engineering degree? Evaluating higher
education vulnerability to Al assistants

5. Critical Generative Al for Educational Equity and Justice

6. Examining Teaching Competencies and Challenges While Integrat-
ing Artificial Intelligence in Higher Education

7. Generative Al in Higher Education
8. How will ATl Impact Racial Disparities in Education?

9. L’Intelligence Artificielle dans I’Enseignement Supérieur : Entre
promesses et défis

10. La gouvernance de I'TA ne se décrete pas dans une salle de confer-
ence

11. Ontario Tech launches human-centred AI Learning Agent pilot
12. PDF Guidance for generative Al in education and research

13. PDF L’IA en éducation - cadre d’usage - Education.gouv.fr


https://businesswire.com
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0305354
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0305354
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-025-97652-6
https://core.ac.uk/download/646849090.pdf
https://core.ac.uk/download/646849090.pdf
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/critical-generative-ai-educational-equity-justice-elemen-ed-d-
https://core.ac.uk/...
https://core.ac.uk/...
https://core.ac.uk/download/637929401.pdf
https://law.stanford.edu/2024/06/29/how-will-ai-impact-racial-disparities-in-education/
https://fr.linkedin.com/pulse/lintelligence-artificielle-dans-lenseignement-entre-et-dellale-edpqe
https://fr.linkedin.com/pulse/lintelligence-artificielle-dans-lenseignement-entre-et-dellale-edpqe
https://blogs.mediapart.fr/mar1121/blog/250226/la-gouvernance-de-l-ia-ne-se-decrete-pas-dans-une-salle-de-conference
https://blogs.mediapart.fr/mar1121/blog/250226/la-gouvernance-de-l-ia-ne-se-decrete-pas-dans-une-salle-de-conference
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/faculty-issues/learning-assessment/2026/02/25/fear-being-flagged-ai-detectors-drives-student
https://unesco.org.uk/site/assets/files/10375/guidance_for_generative_ai_in_education_and_research.pdf
https://www.education.gouv.fr/sites/default/files/2025-06/l-ia-en-ducation---cadre-d-usage-440685.pdf

14. Penser I’écriture a I'heure de l'intelligence artificielle

15. The Unintended Consequences of Artificial Intelligence and Edu-

cation

16. To Use but Not to Depend: Pedagogical Novelty and the Cogni-
tive Brake of Ethical Awareness

17. Try to shape AI’s impact on learning, or be redefined by it
18. Was this 2017 Al prediction about universities prophetic?

19. Where there’s a will there’s a way: ChatGPT is used despite
prohibition strategies

20. Writing with machines? Reconceptualizing student work in the
age of Al


https://journals.openedition.org/reperes/7197
https://core.ac.uk/download/603246420.pdf
https://core.ac.uk/download/603246420.pdf
https://www.mdpi.com/2227-7102/16/2/311
https://www.mdpi.com/2227-7102/16/2/311
https://uk.news.yahoo.com/colleges-face-choice-try-shape-143223574.html
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/2017-ai-prediction-universities-prophetic-dr-gerhard-kristandl-ttdae
https://direct.mit.edu/...
https://direct.mit.edu/...
https://core.ac.uk/download/666012084.pdf
https://core.ac.uk/download/666012084.pdf

	The Earthquake Has Already Happened: Mapping AI's Disruption of Higher Education
	The Chasm Between Adoption and Readiness
	The Governance Obsession: Frameworks Without Foundations
	The Teaching Dilemma: Between Preservation and Transformation
	Assessment in Crisis: The Collapse of Traditional Methods
	Equity's Double Edge: Amplifying or Addressing Disparities
	The Missing Conversation: AI as Educational Partner
	Navigating Forward: Beyond Reaction to Vision
	References

