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THE STORY

This is original fiction inspired by Isaac Asimov's approach to
using speculative scenarios to explore human questions about
technology.

Dr. Sarah Chen stared at the notification on her screen, her
coffee growing cold in her hand. The university's new
AuthentiCheck system had flagged her latest paper-the one
she'd spent six months researching-as "87% likely
Al-generated."”

"That's impossible," she muttered, clicking through to the
detailed report. Red highlights covered her introduction, her
literature review, even her methodology section. The only
parts that passed were her data tables and a few scattered
sentences that, she noticed with dark amusement, contained
her worst writing.

Her office phone rang. "Sarah? It's Martin. Can you come to
my office? We need to discuss your submission to the Journal
of Cognitive Learning."

Department Chair Martin Holloway sat behind his desk, her
paper printed and annotated with the same red marks she'd
seen on screen. "I'm sure there's an explanation,” he began,
though his tone suggested otherwise.

"Martin, | wrote every word of that paper. You know my
research. You were at my preliminary findings presentation."

"l know, | know. But the system... it's very sophisticated. The
university spent fifteen million dollars on it. The Board of
Trustees specifically wanted-"

"The system is wrong."

Martin shifted uncomfortably. "Perhaps you used some kind of
writing assistance tool? Even grammar checkers can
sometimes-"

"I draft in a notebook. By hand. With a fountain pen my
grandmother gave me." Sarah pulled out the leather journal
from her bag, pages covered in her cramped handwriting.
"Would you like to check my penmanship for artificial
intelligence?"

He glanced at the notebook but didn't take it. "The policy is
clear. Any work flagged above 80% must be reviewed by the
Academic Integrity Committee."

"This is insane. I'm a tenured professor. I've published
forty-three papers in peer-reviewed journals.”

"Which is why this is so... unusual." Martin's fingers drummed
on his desk. "Sarah, | need to ask you something, off the
record. Have you noticed your writing changing recently?
Becoming more... | don't know... clear? Direct?"



Sarah blinked. "Is clarity a sign of artificial intelligence now?"

"The detection system looks for patterns. Optimal sentence
structure. Logical flow. Consistent terminology.” He gestured
at her paper. "Your writing has always been good, but this...
it's almost too good."

"Too good." Sarah repeated the words slowly, tasting their
absurdity. "So I'm being penalized for improving my craft?"

"I'm not saying that. I'm just trying to understand-"

"Understand what? That after twenty years of writing
academic papers, I've gotten better at it? That I've internalized
the patterns of effective communication?" She stood up,
gathering her notebook. "Or is the real problem that | now
write the way an Al would write if it were trying to write well?"

Martin's face reddened. "That's not fair."

"Isn't it? Tell me, Martin, what exactly are we trying to detect
here? What authentic human writing looks like? Because
apparently, it should be inconsistent, unclear, and full of
errors. God forbid we write too well-that's the machines' job
now."

She left before he could respond, but his question echoed in
her mind. Had her writing changed? That evening, she pulled
out papers from across her career, spreading them on her
living room floor like archaeological specimens. Her
dissertation from 2003: verbose, meandering, peppered with
unnecessary jargon. Her breakthrough paper from 2010:
cleaner but still cluttered with academic throat-clearing. Her
work from the last five years: increasingly streamlined,
precise, economical.

She'd learned to write by reading thousands of papers,
absorbing patterns, internalizing structures. Wasn't that
exactly what large language models did, only faster? The
thought made her uncomfortable.

Her phone buzzed. A text from her graduate student, Amy:
"Dr. Chen, can we talk? AuthentiCheck flagged my thesis
draft. | don't understand-1 wrote it myself, but maybe | wrote it
wrong? Should | make it worse so it seems more human?"

Sarah stared at the message. Tomorrow, Amy would sit in her
office, seeking guidance. What would she tell her? To sprinkle
in some grammatical errors? To deliberately obscure her
thoughts? To perform humanity through imperfection?

She opened her laptop and began typing a response to
Martin, then stopped. Would this email be scanned too?
Would her very defense be subjected to algorithmic scrutiny,
parsed for signs of its own artificiality?

Instead, she picked up her fountain pen and began writing in
her notebook:

"What makes writing human? Is it the flaws-the false starts,
the wandering sentences, the imprecise words we use when
precise ones would serve better? Or is it something else,
something no algorithm can detect: the doubt that
accompanies every word choice, the weight of experience

behind each sentence, the accumulated frustrations and small
victories that shape how we arrange our thoughts on a page?

"When we build machines to catch machines, what human
qualities do we sacrifice in between?"

She looked at her handwriting-irregular, slanting, unmistakably
hers. For now. But even handwriting could be replicated,
couldn'tit?

The pen hovered over the page. She had more to write, but
found herself wondering: If she wrote too clearly, too well,
would even her private journal betray her as insufficiently
human?

The question remained unanswered as ink dried on paper,
and somewhere in the university's servers, algorithms
continued their silent judgment, measuring authenticity by
standards no human had ever thought to live by-until now.

THE REFLECTION

The story of Dr. Chen's encounter with AuthentiCheck reveals
something profound about our current moment in higher
education. We've invested millions-Turnitin alone securing $15
million in contracts last year-in systems designed to catch
artificial writing. But what are we really trying to catch?

The paradox at the heart of the detection arms race isn't
technical but deeply human. We've created tools that identify
"good" writing patterns-clear structure, logical flow, consistent
terminology-and then labeled these patterns suspicious when
they appear in human work. The false positive rates,
documented between 9% and 29% in recent studies, aren't
just statistical problems. They represent a fundamental
confusion about what we value in academic writing.

Consider Dr. Chen's realization that her writing has evolved to
become "too good"-too clear, too direct, too optimized. This
isn't a bug in the detection system; it's a revelation of its
underlying logic. We've trained machines to recognize
machine-like efficiency, creating a peculiar incentive for
human writers to perform their humanity through deliberate
imperfection.

The story raises an uncomfortable question: In our rush to
preserve academic integrity, have we begun to pathologize
excellence? Amy's desperate text-"Should | make it worse so
it seems more human?'-captures a real dilemma facing
students today. They must navigate not just the challenge of
good writing but the meta-challenge of writing that appears
sufficiently "authentic" to algorithmic judges.

This technological moment reveals deeper anxieties about
trust in educational relationships. The fifteen million dollars
spent on detection software represents more than a financial
investment; it's a quantification of institutional distrust. We've
outsourced the deeply human judgment of authentic
engagement to systems that reduce writing to probability
scores.

But perhaps most troubling is how these systems shape our
conception of human expression itself. When Martin asks



Sarah if her writing has become "too clear,” he's articulating a
new kind of academic concern-not whether ideas are good,
but whether they're expressed too well to be genuinely human.
We're creating a world where mediocrity becomes a marker of
authenticity.

The fountain pen in Sarah's hand carries symbolic weight
here. It represents not just traditional writing methods but the
irreducible human element in creation-the pause between
thoughts, the crossed-out words, the physical effort of shaping
ideas. Yet even this comfort proves illusory. Handwriting, too,
can be replicated. The spiral of suspicion has no natural
endpoint.

What we're witnessing isn't just a technical arms race but a
crisis of educational values. Every dollar spent on detection
software, every hour devoted to prosecuting false positives,
represents resources not invested in teaching, mentoring, or
creating environments where authentic learning flourishes.
We're building elaborate systems to catch cheaters while
perhaps forgetting to nurture writers.

The story deliberately ends without resolution because this
isn't a problem with a clean solution. Dr. Chen's final
question-"When we build machines to catch machines, what
human qualities do we sacrifice in between?"-speaks to a
transformation already underway. We're not just changing how
we write but how we think about writing, not just how we
evaluate but what we value.

As these detection systems become more sophisticated, they
shape behavior in unexpected ways. Students learn to write
not just for readers but for algorithms. Professors
second-guess their own clarity. The very excellence we claim
to pursue becomes suspect when achieved too perfectly. We
create a peculiar performance where humans must prove their
humanity by being strategically flawed.

This technological moment asks us to consider: What if the
real threat to academic integrity isn't Al-generated text but our
response to it? What if, in our eagerness to detect artificial
writing, we're creating conditions where authentic human
expression becomes increasingly difficult to achieve or
recognize?

The question that lingers from Dr. Chen's story is one we must
all grapple with: When you next write something-an email, a
report, an essay-will you write for human understanding or for
algorithmic approval? And in a world where that distinction
matters, what does that mean for the future of human
expression?
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