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Al in Higher Education: Mapping a Discourse in Crisis

Higher education stands at a precipice, watching artificial intel-
ligence reshape the landscape of learning with breathtaking speed.
Yet as universities scramble to respond, a curious pattern emerges in
how we talk about this transformation. Walk into any faculty meeting
about AI and you’ll hear administrators discussing policies, detection
tools, and governance frameworks. What you won’t hear nearly as
often are conversations about how AI might actually improve teaching
and learning. This imbalance reveals something profound about higher
education’s response to technological disruption: we are so focused on
controlling AT that we’re missing opportunities to harness it.

The numbers tell a stark story. Among nearly 1,500 recent arti-
cles about Al in higher education, governance challenges dominate
38.9% of the discourse, while only 5.7% frame Al as a collaborative
partner in education. This isn’t just an academic curiosity—it reflects
fundamental choices about how universities approach change. As [3]
emphasizes, the path forward requires balancing institutional control
with pedagogical innovation, yet current discourse tilts heavily toward
the former.

For the sculpture professor wondering what all this means for their
classroom, or the dean trying to craft sensible policies, understanding
this landscape matters. The way we frame AI shapes how we use
it, regulate it, and integrate it into the educational mission. This
essay maps the current state of discourse, revealing where different
stakeholders stand, what tensions divide them, and what possibilities

remain unexplored.

The Governance Obsession: When Control Becomes the
Curriculum

Universities have responded to AI with an avalanche of policies,
frameworks, and detection systems. The governance fixation reaches
extreme proportions, as documented by [25], which offers comprehen-
sive guidelines without any data on actual institutional adoption. This
pattern repeats globally: elaborate frameworks multiply while evidence
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of their effectiveness remains scarce.

The scale of institutional investment in control mechanisms proves
staggering. Research from [11] reveals procurement data showing uni-
versities spending millions on detection software despite mounting ev-
idence of its flaws. California institutions alone have invested heavily
in these tools, even as [6] documents false positive rates that devastate

innocent students.

What drives this obsession with control? Fear certainly plays a
role—fear of cheating, of losing academic standards, of litigation. But
deeper institutional logics also operate. Governance frameworks offer
something tangible that administrators can point to when boards
and accreditors ask about AI readiness. They provide the illusion of
control over an inherently uncontrollable technology. As [12] argues,
these frameworks often serve institutional power structures more than
educational goals.

The human cost of this governance obsession emerges in heart-
breaking detail. [22] documents cases where AI monitoring systems
flagged normal student behavior as threatening, leading to arrests and
disciplinary actions. These aren’t edge cases—they represent system-

atic failures when institutions prioritize surveillance over support.

Even well-intentioned governance efforts reveal troubling blind
spots. The comprehensive [17] provides detailed guidance on policy
development but dedicates minimal space to actual classroom im-
plementation. This imbalance between administrative control and
pedagogical support characterizes much of the institutional response.

Faculty in the Middle: Between Innovation and Preser-
vation

Faculty find themselves caught in an impossible position, tasked
with both embracing Al’s potential and defending against its threats.
[7] reveals how instructors exercise discretion in implementing Al
policies, often deviating from official guidelines based on classroom
realities. They become interpreters and mediators, translating broad
institutional mandates into workable practices.

The emotional toll on educators runs deep. Many entered academia
to foster critical thinking and deep learning, values that seem threat-
ened when students can generate essays instantly. As [15] argues, the
real danger isn’t cheating but the erosion of learning itself. Faculty
watch students outsource thinking to machines and wonder what re-
mains of education’s purpose.

Yet some instructors forge creative paths forward. [10] profiles ed-
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ucators redesigning assessments to work with rather than against Al.
They’re moving from product-focused evaluation to process-oriented
learning, emphasizing skills AI cannot replicate. These pioneers offer
hope, but they remain exceptions in a system slow to change.

The support faculty receive—or don’t receive—shapes their re-
sponse. While documents like [12] provide resources, many instructors
report feeling abandoned by their institutions. They’re expected to
become Al experts overnight while maintaining teaching loads and
research productivity. [1] emphasizes the need for sustained, collabora-
tive professional development, not one-off workshops.

A particularly poignant challenge emerges around faculty agency.
[4] analyzes how Al integration often bypasses faculty input, treating
educators as implementers rather than partners in educational design.
This commodification of academic labor intensifies existing tensions
about who controls curriculum and pedagogy.

The Silent Stakeholders: Student Voices and Experi-
ences

Perhaps the most striking gap in Al discourse involves those most
affected: students. While administrators craft policies and faculty
fret about standards, student perspectives remain largely absent from
formal discussions. The limited research that does center student
voices reveals a complex reality far removed from simplistic narratives

about ”"cheating generations.”

[20] provides rare insight into how students actually conceptualize
knowledge and learning in the Al era. Rather than simply embracing
shortcuts, many students express anxiety about their own cognitive
development. They worry, as documented in [Students Are Worried
That AT Will Hurt Their Critical ...], that reliance on AT will atrophy
their thinking skills.

The equity dimensions of student Al use demand attention. [26]
reveals how access to Al tools varies dramatically based on economic
resources, creating new forms of educational inequality. Students who
can afford premium Al services gain advantages over those relying on
free versions or no access at all. This digital divide in AT access may
accelerate existing achievement gaps.

Legal battles increasingly center on student rights and Al accu-
sations. The [8] represents a watershed moment, challenging insti-
tutional authority to punish based on AI detection. Similar cases,
as documented in [12], show students successfully contesting Al-
based academic misconduct charges, forcing institutions to reconsider
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detection-focused approaches.

International perspectives enrich our understanding of student
experiences. [16] synthesizes global studies showing remarkable con-
sistency in student concerns across cultures: they want guidance, not
just prohibition. They seek to understand how to use Al ethically
and effectively, but find little institutional support for this learning

journey.

Assessment in Crisis: Rethinking Evaluation When Ev-
eryone Has a Co-Pilot

The assessment crisis represents ground zero for Al's disruption of
higher education. Traditional evaluation methods—essays, problem
sets, even some exams—become problematic when students have con-
stant access to Al assistance. This crisis forces fundamental questions
about what we’re actually trying to measure and why.

[23] provides a comprehensive analysis of how AT challenges psycho-
metric assumptions underlying educational assessment. When Al can
produce “good enough” responses to standard prompts, distinguishing
authentic student learning from sophisticated mimicry becomes nearly
impossible using conventional methods.

Some institutions respond with technological arms races, deploy-
ing Al detection tools despite mounting evidence of their limitations.
[19] demonstrates systematic gaps between Al evaluation and human
judgment, particularly for complex mathematical proofs. These gaps
don’t stop institutions from using flawed tools, often with severe con-
sequences for falsely accused students.

More thoughtful responses emerge from educators reimagining
assessment entirely. [13] proposes aligning evaluation with learning ob-
jectives that transcend content reproduction. Process-focused assess-
ments, oral examinations, and collaborative projects offer alternatives
that value thinking over product generation.

The shift from summative to formative assessment gains urgency in
the Al era. [9] shows how requiring students to reflect on their Al use
can transform cheating opportunities into learning experiences. This
metacognitive approach helps students understand their own thinking
processes rather than just producing correct answers.

Yet equity concerns complicate assessment reform. Novel assess-
ment methods often require more resources—time for oral exams,
space for collaborative work, technology for process tracking. As [18]
notes, institutions must ensure assessment innovations don’t create

new barriers for already marginalized students.
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The Pedagogical Possibility Space: What We’re Not
Discussing

While governance dominates discourse, the pedagogical potential
of AI remains largely unexplored. The 5.7% of articles framing Al
as a collaborative partner in education points to a massive missed
opportunity. What might education look like if we spent as much
energy on pedagogical innovation as on policy development?

[14] offers a comprehensive vision of Al-enhanced pedagogy, from
personalized learning paths to intelligent tutoring systems. These
applications go beyond efficiency gains to fundamentally reimagine the
learning experience. Yet such comprehensive pedagogical frameworks

remain rare in the broader discourse.

The concept of Al as a "cognitive partner” rather than a threat
opens new possibilities. [2] details four specific ways AI can enhance
rather than replace student thinking: as Socratic questioner, con-
structive critic, analogy generator, and case study creator. These
applications require students to engage more deeply, not less.

Practical implementations show promise when institutions move
beyond fear. [5] demonstrates how Al can address systemic inequities
in academic advising, providing consistent support to students who
might otherwise fall through the cracks. Such equity-enhancing appli-

cations remain underexplored relative to punitive uses.

The resistance to pedagogical experimentation reflects deeper anxi-
eties about educational values. [21] argues for "productive resistance”—
using friction and difficulty to enhance rather than ease learning. This
framework suggests Al’s greatest pedagogical value might lie not in
making education easier but in enabling new forms of cognitive chal-
lenge.

What the Patterns Reveal: Reading the Discourse as
Diagnosis

Stepping back from individual articles to examine patterns reveals
troubling truths about higher education’s priorities. The dominance
of governance over pedagogy, the focus on control over creativity, the
privileging of institutional needs over student learning—these patterns
diagnose a system struggling with its own purpose.

The distribution of ”failure types” in the discourse proves particu-
larly revealing. Ethical failures dominate at 41.3%, while pedagogical
failures represent only 7.5% of documented cases. This suggests we're
better at recognizing when Al violates abstract principles than when it
fails to support actual learning. As [24] argues, our ethical frameworks

[14] L’intelligence artificielle dans
I’enseignement supérieur

[2] 4 postures d’TA-tuteur pour la
communauté étudiante

[5] Aurora: Neuro-Symbolic AI Driven
Advising Agent

[21] Resistance as a Framework for
Combating Cognitive Offload

[24] The Unintended Consequences of
Artificial Intelligence and Education


https://fr.linkedin.com/pulse/lintelligence-artificielle-dans-lenseignement-vers-une-dellale-hmkte
https://fr.linkedin.com/pulse/lintelligence-artificielle-dans-lenseignement-vers-une-dellale-hmkte
https://fr.linkedin.com/pulse/lintelligence-artificielle-dans-lenseignement-vers-une-dellale-hmkte
https://collimateur.uqam.ca/collimateur/4-postures-dia-tuteur-pour-la-communaute-etudiante/
https://collimateur.uqam.ca/collimateur/4-postures-dia-tuteur-pour-la-communaute-etudiante/
https://collimateur.uqam.ca/collimateur/4-postures-dia-tuteur-pour-la-communaute-etudiante/
http://arxiv.org/abs/2602.17999v1
http://arxiv.org/abs/2602.17999v1
http://arxiv.org/abs/2602.17999v1
https://leonfurze.com/2026/03/22/resistance-as-a-framework-for-combating-cognitive-offload/
https://leonfurze.com/2026/03/22/resistance-as-a-framework-for-combating-cognitive-offload/
https://leonfurze.com/2026/03/22/resistance-as-a-framework-for-combating-cognitive-offload/
https://core.ac.uk/download/603246420.pdf
https://core.ac.uk/download/603246420.pdf
https://core.ac.uk/download/603246420.pdf

often miss the educational forest for the technological trees.

The stance distribution—with 62.2% of articles taking "nuanced”
positions—initially seems encouraging. Yet this nuance often amounts
to hedging rather than integration. Articles acknowledge both oppor-
tunities and risks but rarely synthesize them into actionable frame-
works. The result is a discourse rich in analysis but poor in direction.

What explains these patterns? Institutional dynamics play a crucial
role. Governance frameworks satisfy multiple constituencies—boards
wanting risk management, accreditors checking compliance boxes,
legal counsel avoiding liability. Pedagogical innovation, by contrast,
offers uncertain returns and requires tolerating failure. In risk-averse

institutions, control beats creativity every time.

The missing collaborative frame—representing only 84 articles
out of nearly 1,500—signals a failure of imagination. We struggle to
conceive Al as a partner because partnership requires vulnerability,
experimentation, and shared agency. These qualities conflict with
traditional academic hierarchies and assessment structures built on
individual achievement and clear authority lines.

Toward Integration: Lessons from the Margins

Hope emerges from the margins of discourse, where practitioners
forge new paths despite institutional inertia. These pioneers offer
lessons for broader transformation. Their experiences suggest that
meaningful Al integration requires not just new policies but new
mindsets about education itself.

Success stories share common elements. They involve sustained col-
laboration between faculty, students, and technologists. They frame
AT as augmenting rather than replacing human capabilities. They
prioritize learning objectives over compliance requirements. Most
importantly, they accept that perfection is impossible—that any Al
integration will involve mistakes, iterations, and continuous adjust-
ment.

[Préparer les éléves & un monde propulsé par 'TA] exemplifies
this integrative approach, preparing students not just to use Al but
to think critically about its role in society. This broader vision—
education about Al, not just with Al—addresses the deeper challenge
of preparing citizens for an automated world.

The path forward requires courage to move beyond defensive pos-
tures. It means accepting that some students will misuse Al, just as
some misused calculators, internet resources, and every other educa-
tional technology. It means designing education for the majority who



want to learn rather than the minority who seek shortcuts.

The discourse patterns we’ve examined reflect choices, not in-
evitabilities. Higher education can continue down the path of control
and compliance, building ever-more-elaborate governance structures
while pedagogical innovation languishes. Or it can choose differently,
embracing Al as an opportunity to reimagine learning for a new era.
The sculpture professor, the dean, and everyone else in higher educa-
tion faces this choice daily. How we collectively choose will determine
whether AI becomes education’s greatest tool or its greatest threat.

The current moment demands more than incremental adjustment.
It requires fundamental reconsideration of educational purposes, meth-
ods, and values. The discourse shows we haven’t yet risen to this
challenge—but also that we still can. The question isn’t whether Al
will transform higher education, but whether higher education will
transform itself to harness AI’s potential while preserving its essential
human mission.
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