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The state of Nevada promises to revolutionize unemployment
appeals through artificial intelligence, compressing what once
took 70-75 days into a mere 10-day sprint. Yet beneath this
triumph of efficiency lies a curious paradox: the system
spawns new forms of labor-appeals monitors, algorithm
auditors, system managers-creating work that never existed
before. This same pattern echoes through higher education's
embrace of Al, where 806 education-focused articles trumpet
operational efficiency while barely whispering about
pedagogical transformation. Marshall McLuhan would
recognize this paradox immediately: we are so mesmerized by
efficiency's promises that we cannot see how efficiency itself
has become the message, fundamentally restructuring
education while we debate time savings.

The Medium of Efficiency Speaks

"The medium is the message," McLuhan famously declared,
and nowhere is this more evident than in how efficiency
discourse operates as its own transformative force in higher
education. When we examine the finding that "operational and
efficiency-focused concepts dominate institutional literature,”
we must ask not just what this discourse says, but what it
does. The proliferation of frameworks like the 'Al-Native
University' and the  '10-20-70  principle’  reveals
efficiency-thinking not as a neutral tool but as a powerful
medium that shapes the very possibilities of educational
imagination.

Consider how efficiency discourse structures what can and
cannot be discussed in academic settings. When a university
announces an Al initiative to "streamline grading processes,”
the medium of efficiency has already predetermined the
conversation's boundaries. Questions about time saved and
processes optimized crowd out deeper inquiries: How does
automated feedback alter the student-teacher relationship?
What forms of knowledge resist efficient measurement? The
medium of efficiency speaks so loudly that alternative
questions become literally unthinkable.

McLuhan observed that every medium creates its own
environment, invisible to those swimming within it. The
efficiency framework operates similarly, creating an
environment where educational value must be translated into
temporal and procedural metrics. When the "Scalable
Classification of Course Information Sheets" prioritizes
operational efficiency over deep learning objectives, we
witness this environmental effect. The medium doesn't simply
convey a message about saving time; it reconstructs
education itself as a time-optimization problem.

This reconstruction extends beyond individual tools or
platforms. The efficiency medium creates what McLuhan
called "a total field of interacting events." When faculty
meetings focus on "Al readiness" and "digital transformation
timelines,” when grant proposals must demonstrate "efficiency
gains," when student services are evaluated by "processing
speed," the entire educational environment reorganizes



around efficiency's logic. The message isn't just that we
should save time-it's that time-saving has become the primary
lens through which we understand educational value.

Through the Rear-View Mirror

McLuhan's concept of the "rear-view mirror"-our tendency to
understand new technologies through outdated
frameworks-illuminates the profound misunderstanding at the
heart of higher education's efficiency discourse. Universities
measure Al's impact through industrial-era metrics: hours
saved, tasks automated, processes streamlined. Yet these
measurements, borrowed from factory floors and office
cubicles, blind us to Al's actual transformations of academic
life.

The statistic that among 1,735 articles analyzed, the "partner
frame" for Al is "nearly ABSENT" while the "tool frame" is
"DOMINANT" exemplifies this rear-view thinking. We persist in
seeing Al as a sophisticated hammer when it functions more
like weather-an environmental condition that alters everything
it touches. This tool-focused vision prevents us from
recognizing how Al reconstructs the fundamental relationships
that constitute education.

Consider the labor paradox revealed in our data. While
institutions  celebrate Al's promise to “free faculty for
higher-value work," they simultaneously create new categories
of academic labor: Al prompt engineers, algorithm bias
auditors, automated system managers, digital equity
coordinators. The University of Michigan's writing program, for
instance, now employs "Al literacy consultants" alongside
traditional writing instructors. These aren't temporary transition
roles but permanent features of the Al-augmented academy.
McLuhan would note that we're counting the horses while the
automobile reshapes the entire landscape.

The "Scalable Classification of Course Information Sheets"
project perfectly embodies this rear-view blindness. By
prioritizing  operational efficiency over deep learning
objectives, it reveals how we apply assembly-line logic to
knowledge creation. We measure success by processing
speed rather than intellectual transformation, by
standardization rather than creative emergence. The industrial
model of education-students as raw material, faculty as
processors, knowledge as product-intensifies even as we
claim to transcend it through technology.

This rear-view orientation explains why the discourse shows
"algorithmic violence, digital colonialism, and data dignity from
marginalized perspectives are critically absent.” These
concerns exist outside the industrial efficiency framework,
making them literally invisible to institutions operating through
efficiency's lens. We cannot see what our measuring tools
aren't designed to detect, and our tools are calibrated for the
last era's challenges.

The Anesthesia of Efficiency

McLuhan warned of "technological numbness"-how new
media create a form of anesthesia that prevents us from

perceiving their true effects. The efficiency discourse in higher
education operates as precisely such an anesthetic, numbing
us to the deeper transformations Al enables while we fixate on
surface metrics. This numbness manifests in the striking
absence of critical perspectives in mainstream academic Al
discourse.

When marginalized voices raising concerns about algorithmic
violence and digital colonialism remain “critically absent” from
institutional conversations, we witness efficiency's numbing
effect. These perspectives threaten efficiency's smooth
operation, introducing friction where the discourse demands
frictionlessness. The medium of efficiency cannot
accommodate such complications without fundamental
disruption, so it simply excludes them from the conversation.

The absence of student voice in Al policy decisions further
reveals this anesthetic quality. Students, who must live within
the environments Al creates, find themselves excluded from
discussions about their own educational futures. The
efficiency framework positions them as beneficiaries of
optimization rather than participants in educational design.
McLuhan would recognize this as a symptom of the
numbness-we cannot feel the surgery being performed on the
social body of education because efficiency's anesthesia is too
complete.

This numbness extends to faculty, who often experience Al
integration as a series of training sessions on new tools rather
than fundamental conversations about educational purpose.
When professional development focuses on “"prompt
engineering” and "Al tool proficiency,” it reinforces the
efficiency framework's dominance. Faculty learn to operate
within the medium rather than question its messages.

McLuhan spoke of "huge collective surgery carried out on the
social body with complete disregard for antiseptics.” The
efficiency discourse performs such surgery on higher
education, reshaping relationships, restructuring knowledge,
redefining value-all while maintaining that it merely saves time.
The anesthesia is so effective that we often thank our
surgeons for their swift work, not noticing the organs they've
rearranged or removed.

Hot Efficiency, Cool Education

McLuhan's distinction between "hot" and "cool* media
provides crucial insight into why efficiency discourse creates
such tension in educational settings. Hot media are high
definition, complete in their information, requiring little
participation from users. Cool media are low definition,
incomplete, demanding active participation to create meaning.
Efficiency frameworks are quintessentially hot-they provide
complete metrics, definitive procedures, and clear outcomes.
Education, at its best, operates as a cool medium-incomplete
knowledge requiring student participation to create
understanding.

The conflict between "Institutional adaptation vs. pedagogical
transformation" embodies this hot/cool divide. Institutional
adaptation follows efficiency's hot logic: implement systems,
measure outcomes, optimize processes. Pedagogical
transformation demands cool engagement: incomplete



problems, participatory meaning-making, emergent
understanding. When hot efficiency metrics dominate, cool
educational processes suffer.

This temperature mismatch explains why Al initiatives so often
disappoint educators even as they satisfy administrators. A
learning management system that efficiently distributes
content and (grades assignments operates as hot
media-complete, defined, requiring minimal student
participation beyond compliance. Yet deep learning requires
cool engagement-wrestling with ambiguity, constructing
meaning, participating in knowledge creation rather than
knowledge consumption.

The "10-20-70 principle” mentioned in institutional literature
attempts to partition educational time into efficient segments:
10% formal learning, 20% social learning, 70% experiential
learning. This hot framework imposes rigid definition on what
should be cool, participatory processes. McLuhan would
observe that by defining the percentages, we've already
destroyed the participatory incompleteness that makes
learning transformative.

When universities tout Al chatbots that can answer student
questions 24/7, they celebrate hot efficiency-complete
information delivered instantly. Yet education's most profound
moments often emerge from cool incompleteness-the question
that lingers, the problem that resists easy answers, the
discussion that opens rather than closes inquiry. The
efficiency trap springs when we mistake hot answers for cool
understanding.

The Redistribution of Labor

Every efficiency gain redistributes rather than eliminates
labor-this McLuhan-esque insight cuts through efficiency
discourse's central illusion. The Nevada unemployment
appeals system that reduces processing time from 70 days to
10 doesn't eliminate work; it redistributes it among new roles,
relationships, and responsibilities. Higher education's Al
adoption follows identical patterns, creating new forms of
academic labor even as it promises to reduce faculty
workload.

Consider the labor hidden within "streamlined" Al grading
systems. While faculty spend less time marking individual
assignments, they now invest hours in prompt engineering,
rubric refinement, output verification, and bias monitoring.
Graduate assistants who once graded papers now audit Al
outputs. IT staff who maintained hardware now manage Al
subscriptions and integrations. Academic support staff who
scheduled appointments now troubleshoot chatbot
conversations. The work hasn't disappeared; it has
metastasized throughout the institution.

This redistribution often intensifies rather than alleviates
academic labor's emotional dimensions. When an Al system
flags potential plagiarism, it doesn't eliminate the difficult
conversation; it front-loads anxiety about false positives and
algorithmic  bias. When automated advising systems
recommend course sequences, they don't remove advisor
responsibility; they add layers of verification and override
management. McLuhan would note that we've confused

rearrangement with reduction.

The finding that educational Al discourse remains "tool"
focused rather than "partner" oriented reflects this labor
redistribution blindness. Tools suggest discrete functions with
clear boundaries-use the hammer, put it down, walk away.
Partners imply ongoing relationships requiring constant
negotiation and mutual adaptation. By framing Al as a tool,
institutions avoid acknowledging the continuous labor required
to maintain, monitor, and manage these systems.

More troubling is how this redistribution often shifts labor from
visible to invisible forms. Traditional grading appears on
workload documents; prompt engineering doesn't. Office
hours count toward service; debugging chatbot conversations
doesn't. The efficiency discourse celebrates visible reductions
while rendering invisible increases unmentionable. This
invisibility particularly affects contingent faculty and staff, who
absorb  redistributed labor  without recognition  or
compensation.

Navigating the Waters

For educators swimming in these efficiency-saturated waters,
McLuhan's insights offer both warning and hope. Awareness
itself becomes the first form of resistance to technological
numbness. When faculty recognize efficiency discourse as a
medium rather than merely a message, they can begin to work
with and against its effects.

Creating "cool" spaces within "hot" efficiency systems requires
deliberate design. While learning management systems push
toward hot completion, educators can introduce cool
incompleteness: assignments that resist rubrics, discussions
that avoid closure, assessments that value process over
product. These interventions don't reject efficiency entirely but
create pockets where different values can flourish.

Recognition of labor redistribution rather than reduction
enables more honest conversations about Al integration.
Instead of asking "How much time will this save?" educators
might ask "How will this shift our work?" This reframing
acknowledges that every efficiency gain demands new forms
of attention, creating space to discuss whether these new
labors serve educational depth or merely operational speed.

The efficiency trap's most insidious effect may be how it
reshapes consciousness of what education means. When
everything must be measurable, quantifiable, and optimizable,
forms of knowledge that resist these frameworks become
literally unthinkable. Faculty resistance might involve
deliberately cultivating such unthinkable spaces-seminars that
can't be scaled, relationships that can't be automated, insights
that can't be efficiently delivered.

McLuhan understood that technological change creates both
obsolescence and retrieval-some things disappear while
others return in new forms. The efficiency discourse threatens
to obsolete contemplative time, relational depth, and
intellectual struggle. Yet these same pressures might retrieve
older educational forms: tutorials, apprenticeships, Socratic
dialogues-modes of learning that resist efficient scaling but
enable profound transformation.



The Total Situation

"Effect involves the total situation, and not a single level of
information movement," McLuhan reminds us. The efficiency
trap reveals itself not in any single metric but in how the entire
educational environment is being restructured while we focus
on time-saving promises. We measure minutes saved on
grading while missing how the entire ecology of education
shifts beneath our feet.

The data reveals this total transformation through its very
gaps. The absence of student voices, the invisibility of
marginalized perspectives, the dominance of operational over
pedagogical concerns-these silences speak loudly about
efficiency discourse's totalizing effects. What appears as
liberation through efficiency may be, as McLuhan warned, a
new form of servitude to the very metrics meant to free us.

When Nevada's 10-day appeals processing creates its own
new bureaucracies-appeals monitors, system auditors,
algorithm adjusters-we see efficiency's perfect paradox.
McLuhan would recognize this as the ideal metaphor for
higher education's Al trajectory. In pursuing speed, we create
new layers of work that the old system never imagined, all
while believing we're saving time.

The medium of efficiency has become the message,
transforming education in ways we're only beginning to
perceive. Each Al chatbot deployed, each automated grading
system implemented, each process streamlined sends the
same message: education is fundamentally about operational
optimization. This message reshapes students, faculty, and
institutions, creating a new educational environment where
efficiency logic dominates all other values.

Yet McLuhan also believed in the power of artists and
educators to reveal media's hidden effects. By making
efficiency discourse visible as a medium, by tracing its effects
through the academic body, by creating spaces where
different logics might operate, we begin the work of conscious
engagement rather than unconscious drift. The efficiency trap
springs most powerfully when we cannot see it. Once visible, it
becomes merely one medium among many, powerful but not
omnipotent, shaping but not determining education's future.

The Nevada appeals system stands as both warning and
metaphor. Its promise of 10-day processing seduces with
efficiency's allure while concealing the new forms of labor,
oversight, and complexity it creates. Higher education faces
the same seduction and the same concealment. Only by
recognizing efficiency discourse as a transformative medium
rather than a neutral tool can we begin to ask McLuhan's
essential question: not whether this makes us more efficient,
but what kind of humans and what kind of education it creates.

In the end, the efficiency trap's deepest illusion may be that it
presents itself as inevitable progress rather than one choice
among many. McLuhan teaches us to see through this
inevitability, to recognize efficiency as a particular medium
with particular effects, and to imagine other media through
which education might flow. The question is not whether Al will
transform higher education-that transformation is already

underway. The question is whether we will conscious shape
that transformation or simply drift within efficiency's powerful
current, mistaking the medium for the only possible message.
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