Through McLuhan's Lens

The Assessment Crisis
December 18, 2025 | 2,310 words

The Assessment Crisis: Traditional evaluation systems under
pressure across all categories - the collision between Al
capability and academic integrity

The email arrived at 4:47 PM on a Friday, that liminal moment
when academic crises prefer to announce themselves.
"Effective immediately,” it began, "the university is halting
reliance on Al detection tools for punitive academic integrity
decisions." The reason? "Overwhelming evidence of
unreliability and harm." Across higher education, similar
messages cascade through institutional channels-panicked
retreats disguised as measured responses. But Marshall
McLuhan would recognize something else in this moment of
institutional vertigo: the assessment apparatus itself has
become the message, and we're only now beginning to
decode what it's been telling us all along.

This isn't merely a technical failure of detection algorithms
meeting their match in large language models. It's the violent
surfacing of what assessment systems have always been
doing to human consciousness. The real crisis isn't that
students might use ChatGPT to write essays; it's that we're
suddenly forced to see how profoundly the medium of
assessment has shaped the kind of minds we create and
value in academic spaces.

The Medium is the Message: Assessment as Consciousness
Technology

McLuhan's most famous insight-that the medium is the
message-finds perhaps its purest expression in academic
assessment. For decades, we've believed we were measuring
learning, knowledge, competence. But McLuhan would
observe that assessment systems themselves, regardless of
their content or criteria, have been the primary technology
shaping academic consciousness.

Consider the traditional examination, that peculiar ritual of
isolated performance under time pressure. Its message was
never really about the content being tested. The medium itself
taught fragmentation-knowledge carved into discrete, testable
units. It taught competition-learning as a zero-sum game
where success requires others' failure. It taught
surveillance-the internalization of the examining gaze until
students learned to examine themselves. Most profoundly, it
taught a particular relationship to knowledge itself: as
something to be possessed, demonstrated, and exchanged for
credentials.

The entrance of Al into this ecosystem doesn't represent a
contamination of a pure system. Rather, it's like introducing a
new frequency that suddenly makes visible all the background
radiation we've been swimming in. When students can
generate essays with ChatGPT, we're forced to confront what
the essay examination was actually measuring-not thinking
itself, but the ability to perform thinking within highly specific
formal constraints that machines can now replicate with
disturbing fidelity.



Recent research crystallizes this moment of recognition. An
analysis of 1,937 articles on Al in higher education reveals
that institutional discourse remains trapped in what
researchers call the "tool frame"-viewing Al as either a threat
to be detected or a resource to be managed. The "partner
frame," which might imagine Al as fundamentally altering the
nature of academic work itself, remains notably absent. This
absence speaks volumes. We're so embedded in
assessment's message that we can't imagine education
without its current forms.

The Rear-View Mirror Effect: Fighting the Future with the
Past's Weapons

McLuhan warned that we understand new media through the
lens of old media-driving forward while looking in the rear-view
mirror. The academic integrity crisis perfectly exemplifies this
phenomenon. Universities' first response to ChatGPT was to
deploy Al detection tools, essentially trying to create a
technological plagiarism checker for the age of generative Al.
But this response reveals a profound misunderstanding of
both the technology and the moment.

Traditional plagiarism detection worked because it compared
texts against a finite database of existing texts. It operated
within what McLuhan called "visual space"-linear, sequential,
verifiable. But large language models operate in "acoustic
space"-generating text from patterns learned across vast
corpora, creating outputs that are simultaneously derivative
and original. Trying to detect Al-generated text with
algorithmic certainty is like trying to catch sound with a
butterfly net.

The futility of this approach has become embarrassingly
apparent. False positive rates approaching 9% for non-native
English speakers. Confident misidentification of human writing
as Al-generated. The tools meant to preserve academic
integrity instead became instruments of injustice, particularly
for already marginalized students. But McLuhan would push
us to see beyond these surface failures to the deeper
message: we're trying to preserve an old medium's effects
with new medium'’s tools, missing entirely that the ground has
shifted beneath our feet.

The emergence of "Al-resistant assessments" across
institutions reveals the same rear-view fixation. Handwritten
exams, oral presentations, in-class writing-these aren't
innovations but retreats into even older media. It's as if, faced
with the telephone, we responded by requiring all
communication to happen via town crier. The message of
these supposedly Al-proof assessments is clear: authentic
learning can only be demonstrated through authenticated
suffering.

The Invisible Environment: What Assessment Does to
Consciousness

McLuhan observed that environments are invisible while we're
immersed in them. Fish don't discover water until they're
flopping on the dock. Similarly, the assessment environment

has been invisible to those of us swimming in it daily. The Al
crisis functions as our dock moment-suddenly we're gasping
at what we've been breathing all along.

Traditional assessment created what McLuhan called the
"fragmented man" of specialized knowledge. The examination
system, borrowed from 19th-century bureaucratic selection
processes, carved knowledge into measurable chunks.
Students learned to think in course-sized units, exam-friendly
portions, rubric-defined categories. The medium taught a
particular cognitive stance: knowledge as inventory, learning
as accumulation, intelligence as display.

This fragmentation wasn't a bug but a feature. It prepared
students for the industrial model of work-specialized,
compartmentalized, hierarchical. The hidden curriculum of
assessment taught students to internalize external standards,
to self-surveil, to wunderstand their worth in terms of
comparative measurement. McLuhan might note that
traditional assessment was a technology for creating the
precise kind of consciousness industrial society required.

But Al operates according to different principles entirely. Large
language models work through pattern recognition across vast
scales, making connections that transcend disciplinary
boundaries. They operate in what McLuhan termed "acoustic
space"-simultaneous, relational, pattern-based rather than
linear. When this acoustic technology meets our visual
assessment systems, the collision is inevitable and
illuminating.

The Discourse as Medium: Who Speaks About Assessment
Reform?

Here McLuhan would direct our attention to a curious feature
of the current crisis: the discourse about assessment reform is
itself a medium with its own message. Analysis of 1,020
education-focused articles about Al reveals a troubling
pattern-institutional ~ voices  dominate = while  student
perspectives remain largely absent. The conversation about
transforming assessment proceeds without meaningful input
from those most affected by assessment systems.

This absence isn't accidental. It reveals how deeply
assessment is tied to institutional power. Faculty and
administrators debate how to preserve academic integrity,
how to ensure authentic learning, how to maintain standards.
But these discussions assume the necessity of assessment as
currently conceived. They debate how to reform the prison
while taking the need for incarceration as given.

McLuhan would recognize this as a classic pattern: those who
benefit from a medium's effects are least able to perceive
those effects. Faculty who've succeeded in the assessment
system, whose careers depend on its continuation, struggle to
imagine alternatives. The message of the reform discourse is
conservative even when its rhetoric is revolutionary. We speak
of "reimagining assessment" while reinforcing its fundamental
premises.

The noted absence of non-Western perspectives in this
discourse reveals another dimension of assessment's hidden
message. Traditional academic assessment emerged from



specific  cultural contexts-the Chinese civil service
examination, the medieval university disputation, the German
research seminar. These forms carry cultural DNA that shapes
what counts as knowledge, how expertise is demonstrated,
whose ways of knowing are valued. The assessment crisis
offers an opportunity to surface these buried assumptions, but
only if we can escape the rear-view mirror long enough to see
them.

The Numbness Effect: Why We Can't Feel What Assessment
Does

McLuhan described how new media create "numbness" in the
affected area-like a dental anesthetic that prevents us from
feeling the drill. Assessment has created a similar numbness
in education. We've become so accustomed to grades,
rankings, and credentials that we can't feel what they're doing
to learning itself.

This numbness manifests in the reform proposals emerging
from the crisis. "Process-based assessment,” "authentic
evaluation," "competency-based grading“-these solutions still
assume assessment as the fundamental educational activity.
They're like proposing more comfortable shackles rather than
questioning imprisonment itself. McLuhan would observe that
we're so numb to assessment's effects that we can only
imagine different assessments, not the absence of
assessment as the organizing principle of education.

The shift from  "hot" assessment (high-definition,
low-participation ~ exams  where  students  reproduce
predetermined answers) to "cool" assessment
(process-based, high-participation evaluation requiring student
engagement) seems revolutionary. But McLuhan would
caution that this shift, while significant, still operates within
assessment's fundamental logic. The medium's message-that
learning must be measured, validated, and
credentialed-remains intact.

The Retrieval Pattern: What Returns in the Electronic Age

McLuhan's tetrad of media effects suggests that new media
retrieve aspects of older forms while obsolescing others. The
Al crisis in assessment reveals fascinating retrieval patterns.
As traditional exams become obsolete, we see the return of
apprenticeship  models-portfolio-based demonstration of
accumulated skill. As isolated performance becomes
impossible to authenticate, collaborative learning returns from
its industrial exile.

But perhaps the most profound retrieval is of learning as
process rather than product. Before the examination system's
dominance, assessment was often inseparable from
instruction. The master craftsman evaluated the apprentice
through ongoing observation and correction. The Socratic
dialogue assessed understanding through the quality of
questions asked, not answers given. Al's disruption retrieves
these older patterns, not through nostalgia but through
technological necessity.

The emergence of "postplagiarism” thinking in the literature

signals this retrieval. If original authorship becomes impossible
to verify, perhaps the fiction of individual authorship itself
needs examination. McLuhan anticipated this, observing how
electronic media would retrieval oral culture's emphasis on
collective knowledge creation. The assessment crisis forces
us to confront how deeply wedded we've been to print
culture's notion of individual intellectual property.

The Reversal Point: When Assessment Becomes Its Opposite

Every medium, pushed to its extreme, reverses into its
opposite. McLuhan would recognize that assessment has
reached this reversal point. Created to ensure and measure
learning, assessment systems now actively impede the
learning they purport to serve. Students learn to game rubrics
rather than engage ideas. Faculty spend more time grading
than teaching. Institutions invest more in credentialing than
educating.

The Al detection fiasco represents this reversal in miniature.
Tools meant to preserve academic integrity instead perpetrate
academic injustice. Systems designed to ensure authentic
human expression instead punish authentic human variation.
The very mechanisms meant to distinguish human from
machine intelligence reveal our inability to make that
distinction reliably.

This reversal opens space for genuine transformation, but only
if we can perceive it. McLuhan might observe that we're living
through an interregnum-the old assessment regime has lost
legitimacy, but the new has not yet emerged. In this gap, we
glimpse possibilities: evaluation as dialogue rather than
judgment, credentials based on contribution rather than
competition, learning validated through application rather than
examination.

Implications for Faculty: Beyond the Rear-View Mirror

For faculty navigating this crisis, McLuhan would offer both
warning and opportunity. The warning: stop looking for
technical solutions to media problems. No Al detection tool, no
clever assignment design, no return to blue books will resolve
the fundamental tension between assessment as we've known
it and the new media environment we inhabit.

The opportunity lies in recognizing this moment's revelatory
potential. For perhaps the first time in generations, the
invisible environment of assessment has become visible. We
can see how profoundly evaluation systems shape
consciousness-creating particular kinds of learners, thinkers,
and knowers. The question isn't whether to use Al detection or
design Al-proof assignments. The question is: What kind of
minds do we want our educational media to create?

McLuhan would urge faculty to experiment with assessment
forms that align with electronic rather than print
consciousness. This might mean evaluating students' ability to
synthesize across vast information sources rather than
reproduce specific content. It might mean assessing their
capacity to collaborate with both human and artificial
intelligence rather than perform in isolation. Most radically, it



might mean questioning whether assessment as the
organizing principle of education still serves human flourishing
in an age of artificial intelligence.

The Choice Before Us: Which Message Will We Send?

The assessment crisis presents what McLuhan would
recognize as a civilizational choice disguised as a pedagogical
problem. We can continue fighting the future with the past's
weapons, building ever more sophisticated detection systems
and ever more byzantine assessment protocols. Or we can
recognize that the medium of assessment itself needs
fundamental reconsideration.

This isn't a choice between rigor and laxity, between
standards and their absence. It's a choice between different
kinds of consciousness, different relationships to knowledge,
different visions of human potential. Traditional assessment
created minds suited for industrial civilization-specialized,
competitive, credential-seeking. What minds do we need for a
civilization where intelligence is ambient, where knowledge
creation is collaborative, where the boundaries between
human and artificial cognition blur?

The current discourse about assessment reform, dominated
by institutional voices preserving institutional interests, may be
perpetuating the very structures it claims to transform. Real
transformation requires admitting that assessment as we've
known it was never neutral, was always a technology of
consciousness construction. The Al crisis didn't break
assessment; it revealed what assessment was always doing
to us.

As we stand at this crossroads, McLuhan's ghost whispers a
final observation: the new media environment doesn't
determine our choices, but it does reveal them. We can no
longer pretend that assessment merely measures learning.
We must acknowledge it as a medium that shapes minds. The
question now is whether we'll continue sending the old
message through increasingly brittle channels, or whether
we'll finally ask: What message should education send in an
age where artificial intelligence forces us to rediscover what
makes intelligence human?

The assessment crisis is really a consciousness crisis. And
consciousness crises, McLuhan knew, are where the future
gets born.
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