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In examining 1,681 articles about artificial intelligence and
education, a striking figure emerges: students represent only
0.07% of voices in the discourse. This near-total absence
might seem like simple underrepresentation, another example
of institutional hierarchies silencing those most affected by
change. But viewed through Marshall McLuhan's theoretical
framework, this 0.07% becomes something far more
profound-a symptom of what the media theorist called
"technological numbness," where those most transformed by a
new medium are least able to perceive or articulate its effects.
The discourse surrounding AI in education, in its very structure
and absences, reveals more about our educational paradigms
than any individual article within it could express.

The Rear-View Mirror of Educational Discourse

McLuhan observed that societies tend to approach new
technologies through the lens of the previous era, driving into
the future while looking through the rear-view mirror. The
contemporary discourse on AI in education exemplifies this
phenomenon with uncanny precision. Despite AI representing
a fundamental shift in how knowledge is accessed, processed,
and created, the academic conversation remains trapped
within print-age hierarchies of expert-to-novice transmission.

The framing of AI as a "tool" rather than an environment
reveals this rear-view orientation most clearly. Tools are
objects we manipulate; environments are contexts that

reshape us. When educational discourse positions AI as
merely another instrument in the pedagogical toolkit-alongside
whiteboards and textbooks-it misses McLuhan's crucial insight
that new media don't just add to existing practices but
transform the entire ground of experience. The student using
ChatGPT isn't simply accessing a more efficient encyclopedia;
they're inhabiting a new cognitive environment where the
boundaries between personal knowledge and accessible
information dissolve.

This misframing perpetuates throughout the discourse.
Traditional academic hierarchies-where professors publish,
administrators decide, and students receive-structure
conversations about a technology that fundamentally disrupts
these very hierarchies. The IBM executive who observed that
children "had lived several lifetimes compared to their
grandparents when they began grade one" captured
something the academic discourse largely misses: students
aren't just users of AI but inhabitants of an AI-saturated
environment that shapes their cognitive development from
early childhood.

The persistence of these hierarchies in AI discourse reveals
what McLuhan would recognize as a desperate attempt to
maintain institutional control over a transformation that has
already escaped institutional boundaries. While committees
debate appropriate use policies and ethical frameworks,
students have already integrated AI into their cognitive
practices, creating new forms of literacy that the guardians of
old literacy cannot fully comprehend.



Academic Discourse as a Hot Medium

McLuhan's distinction between "hot" and "cool" media
provides another lens through which to understand the student
voice vacuum. Hot media, in McLuhan's taxonomy, are
high-definition, low-participation forms that provide complete
information and require little audience involvement. Cool
media, conversely, are low-definition, high-participation forms
that demand active audience engagement to complete the
message.

Academic discourse about AI has crystallized into an
extraordinarily hot medium. Specialized journals, expert
panels, and institutional pronouncements create a
high-definition, low-participation environment where
predetermined voices speak to predetermined audiences in
predetermined formats. This heat excludes student
participation not through explicit prohibition but through the
very structure of the medium itself. The specialized language,
citation requirements, and institutional affiliations required for
entry create what McLuhan called "the position of physicians
who ignore the syndrome of just being sick."

The irony is palpable: while AI itself functions as a cool
medium-requiring active user participation, allowing multiple
interpretations, demanding creative engagement-the
discourse about AI remains hot, closed, and exclusionary.
Students engage with AI in cool ways, experimenting, playing,
discovering, while experts discuss their engagement in hot
terms, analyzing, categorizing, prescribing.

This temperature differential creates a profound disconnect.
The finding that initiatives for "Inclusive and Participatory
Design" focus on marginalized voices while still excluding
students-the primary subjects of educational AI-reveals how
the heat of academic discourse can blind us to our own
exclusions. We cannot see students as marginalized because
the medium of academic discourse has never truly included
them as participants rather than subjects.

The debate between technological solutionism, exemplified by
initiatives like Project Provenance, and pedagogical caution
illustrates how this hot medium focuses on content rather than
effects. Experts debate whether AI will enhance or diminish
education, whether it should be embraced or resisted,
regulated or liberated. But these content-focused debates
miss what McLuhan saw as crucial: the medium's effects
operate regardless of content. Students are already being
transformed by AI, not because of what AI teaches them but
because of how it restructures their relationship to knowledge
itself.

The Invisible Surgery

McLuhan's metaphor of new media as "huge collective
surgery carried out on the social body with complete disregard
for antiseptics" finds stark expression in the contradiction
revealed by the data: while 70% of students actively use AI,
67% simultaneously believe it harms critical thinking. This isn't
cognitive dissonance-it's the experience of undergoing

transformation while lacking the vocabulary or forum to
articulate that transformation.

Students find themselves patients in an operating theater
where they cannot see the surgeons, name the procedure, or
influence the operation. They experience the cuts-the way AI
changes how they formulate questions, construct arguments,
distinguish between their thoughts and algorithmic
suggestions-but the discourse about these cuts happens in
another room entirely, in a language they're not invited to
speak.

The Sal Khan $10K AI degree proposal exemplifies how
corporate voices fill the vacuum left by student absence. While
students undergo cognitive surgery, entrepreneurs and
technologists propose educational futures based on efficiency
metrics and scalability models. The discourse admits these
voices readily-they speak the hot language of solutions,
innovations, and disruptions. Students, living through the
messy, cool reality of cognitive transformation, lack similar
access.

This surgery metaphor extends beyond individual cognition to
collective educational consciousness. When McLuhan wrote
about electronic media creating a "global village," he meant
not just increased connection but a fundamental rewiring of
how societies process information. Today's students inhabit an
AI village where traditional boundaries between individual and
collective knowledge blur. They practice what might be called
"AI-assisted cognition," seamlessly integrating algorithmic
responses into their thought processes. Yet the absence of
their voices from the discourse means this new form of
cognition remains largely unexamined, undocumented,
untheorized.

The Message of the Missing

The discourse itself functions as a medium that shapes power
relations in education, carrying its own message independent
of any content it conveys. McLuhan observed that "the student
today lives mythically and in depth" while encountering school
systems "organized by means of classified information."
Today's AI discourse perpetuates and intensifies this split.
Students live immersed in AI environments-using chatbots for
homework, AI filters for social media, recommendation
algorithms for entertainment-while educational authorities
debate AI as if it were merely content to be managed rather
than an environment already transforming student
consciousness.

The structure of academic discourse about AI sends a clear
message: those who experience transformation most directly
are least qualified to speak about it. This message operates
below conscious awareness, embedded in publication
requirements, conference invitations, and citation networks
that systematically exclude undergraduate voices while
claiming to speak for their benefit.

Just as McLuhan noted that "electric light escapes attention as
a communication medium just because it has no 'content,'" the
absence of student voice escapes attention because we focus
on what is said about AI rather than who is permitted to speak.
The 0.07% figure isn't just a statistic-it's the message of the



medium itself, revealing that academic discourse remains a
pre-electronic hierarchy even as it discusses post-electronic
transformation.

This absence speaks volumes about institutional assumptions.
The discourse assumes students need protection, guidance,
and instruction regarding AI, but never partnership in
understanding its effects. It assumes faculty and
administrators can best articulate student needs without
student input. Most fundamentally, it assumes the traditional
flow of knowledge-from expert to novice-remains intact even
as AI disrupts every other aspect of information transmission.

The Deeper Pattern

The exclusion of student voices creates what McLuhan would
recognize as a massive blind spot in educational perception.
He warned that "failure in perception occurs precisely in giving
attention to the program 'content' of our media while ignoring
the form." The form of AI discourse-who speaks, where, in
what venues, using what credentials-shapes understanding
more profoundly than any individual argument within it.

The gap in discourse around "long-term cognitive effects"
exists precisely because those experiencing these effects
most directly are excluded from articulating them. Students
using AI daily develop new cognitive patterns, new
relationships to authorship, new understandings of intelligence
itself. But without forums to articulate these experiences in
their own terms, this knowledge remains tacit, personal,
invisible to institutional eyes.

The contradiction between high usage and high concern (70%
and 67% respectively) represents not confusion but what
McLuhan would recognize as a "cool" relationship with the
medium. Students participate actively in AI while maintaining
skepticism about its effects-a both/and stance that hot
academic discourse, with its tendency toward either/or
positions, cannot easily accommodate. They embody the
paradox of living within a transformation while sensing its
dangers, embracing a technology while doubting its benefits.

Faculty at the Crossroads

For faculty navigating this transformed landscape, McLuhan's
insights offer both warning and guidance. The exclusion of
student voices doesn't just limit perspectives-it blinds
educators to the actual transformation occurring in their
classrooms. When students submit AI-assisted work, they
aren't simply cheating or seeking shortcuts; they're
demonstrating new forms of literacy that educators, trapped in
print-age assessment paradigms, cannot fully recognize or
evaluate.

The students' simultaneous embrace and distrust of AI reflects
their intuitive understanding of what McLuhan called "the
double bind of the man of print culture faced with electronic
culture." They sense that AI transforms their thinking while
also recognizing that their educational evaluation depends on
demonstrating pre-AI cognitive skills. This double bind creates
the anxious usage patterns the data reveals-high engagement

coupled with high concern.

Understanding AI's impact on education requires recognizing
that students already inhabit a different cognitive environment
than most faculty experienced during their own education. The
question isn't whether to allow or prohibit AI use-students have
already integrated it into their cognitive practices. The
question is whether educational institutions will continue
speaking about this transformation in forums that exclude
those being transformed.

McLuhan insisted that environments are invisible until artists
make them visible. In the context of AI and education,
students are the artists who could make the new environment
visible-if given platforms to speak. Their excluded voices
contain crucial data about cognitive transformation, about new
literacies emerging, about the actual rather than theoretical
effects of AI on learning.

Making the Invisible Visible

The path forward requires what McLuhan called "pattern
recognition" rather than point-by-point analysis. The pattern
revealed by student absence from AI discourse is clear:
educational institutions are attempting to manage a
transformation they cannot fully perceive because they've
excluded those being most transformed. This exclusion
perpetuates itself through the very structure of academic
discourse, creating an echo chamber where experts speak to
experts about students who remain forever absent from the
conversation.

Faculty who wish to understand AI's impact on education
might begin not by adding more expert voices to the discourse
but by creating spaces where students can articulate what
they're already experiencing. This doesn't mean simply
surveying students or including token student representatives
on committees. It means recognizing students as
co-investigators in understanding cognitive transformation, as
partners in exploring new literacies, as essential voices in any
meaningful discussion of educational futures.

The 0.07% statistic should serve as what McLuhan called a
"probe"-not a problem to be solved but a revelation to be
explored. It reveals how thoroughly print-age hierarchies
persist in digital-age institutions, how completely we've
excluded those most affected by technological transformation
from discussions of that transformation.

Conclusion: The Electric Educational Environment

McLuhan's insight that "concern with effect rather than
meaning is a basic change of our electric time" points toward a
necessary shift in how we approach AI in education. The
meaning of AI-what it is, what it does, how it works-matters
less than its effects on student cognition, on knowledge
creation, on the very nature of learning. And these effects
remain largely invisible because those experiencing them
most directly have been systematically excluded from
articulating them.



The silence of students in AI discourse isn't just an oversight
or a perpetuation of traditional hierarchies. It's a fundamental
misunderstanding of the medium itself. AI isn't simply a new
tool entering education; it's a new environment transforming
education. Students already inhabit this environment, already
speak its language, already embody its possibilities and
dangers. Their absence from the discourse ensures that
educational institutions remain, in McLuhan's terms, "drivers
looking through the rear-view mirror," unable to see the road
ahead because they've excluded those who live there.

The 0.07% is more than a statistic. It's a message about
messages, a silence that speaks volumes, an absence that
reveals presence. It tells us that the most profound
educational transformation of our time is being discussed by
everyone except those being transformed. It reveals that
academic discourse, for all its claims to innovation and
progress, remains a pre-electronic medium struggling to
comprehend post-electronic realities.

For faculty, administrators, and anyone concerned with
education's future, the path forward is clear if challenging. We
must transform the discourse itself, cooling down its
temperature, opening its boundaries, inviting those who live
within AI's cognitive environment to help us understand it.
Only then can we hope to perceive what McLuhan knew was
crucial: not what AI means for education, but what it does to
education-and more importantly, what it has already done to
those we claim to educate.

The students are already there, in the future we're trying to
imagine. Their silence in our discourse reveals not their
absence from that future but our absence from their present.
Until we create media cool enough for their participation, we'll
continue what McLuhan saw as the eternal mistake of the
educated: perfecting the means while confusing the ends,
polishing our discourse while missing its message, speaking
eloquently about transformation while excluding the
transformed.
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