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In an Al classroom, the human is still the point
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In an Al classroom, the human is still the point
By Venky Shankararaman

If a machine can already write a passable university essay in less than a minute, what exactly is a degree
supposed to prove? That question is no longer hypothetical, but many universities are still improvising an
answer: catch the cheating, or don't; ban Al in the classroom, or permit it with a citation; restrict access, or
give it away freely. That response is understandable. It's also no longer sufficient.

Some employers are voicing a quiet worry: graduates are comfortable with Al, but too many can't think
without it. That gap surfaces in a student's first year on the job, where the stakes are higher and no one is
grading for growth anymore.

This isn't a worry we're taking on faith. In June, we brought about 20 industry partners across financial
services, technology, the public sector, and legal and professional services into the room with SMU faculty
across disciplines. The message came back clear: employers want disciplinary rigour to matter more, not less,
in an Al-enabled workplace, and they don't want universities trading one for the other. They also flagged
something more forward-looking: graduates are increasingly expected to build and supervise Al agents, not
just use Al tools reactively. That's a materially different bar than “knows how to prompt a chatbot” .

What Al is genuinely good for in a classroom is worth naming first. It can give a student stuck at midnight the
equivalent of a private tutor. It can take routine feedback off an educator's desk so class time gets spent on
the harder, human part: debate, questioning, the back-and-forth that actually changes how someone thinks.
Used this way, Al doesn't compete with the human element of education. It buys back time for it.

But the same tool that buys back time can erode the thing it's meant to protect. A student who never sits
with a blank page long enough to feel stuck never builds tolerance for the discomfort where most real
thinking happens. When every student drafts with the same tools, work converges, and creativity narrows
exactly when it should widen.

The sharpest divide is between students who accept whatever the Al gives them and those who argue with it,
treating it as something to be interrogated rather than obeyed. That second group is doing something no
model does for them: forming a judgment.

This is why SMU's response to Al in education isn't built around access or adoption targets. It's built around
three commitments, applied to every undergraduate programme: students must be able to demonstrate
thinking and reasoning that doesn't depend on Al at all; they must learn to use it well and responsibly where
it belongs; and, critically, they must be able to say, in their own words, what they bring to a piece of work that
the Al could not have.

This third commitment is the hardest to teach and tends to be the most easily overlooked - which is exactly
why it matters most.

It's not enough to be capable without Al. Graduates need to be able to articulate their own value-add. That is
precisely the skill a future workplace of Al agents will demand of them: not “can you use the tool” but
“what judgment do you bring to directing it” .

We've tried to make this more than an aspiration, and more than a reaction to whatever Al does next.

Our first response to generative Al, in 2023, was defensive: safeguard integrity, build baseline literacy, course
by course. By May 2023, however, that stance had already begun to shift - faculty were being asked to rethink
not just how they safeguarded against Al, but how they assessed and taught. From 2024, this progressively
played out in the curriculum, with early results that were promising.

For example, in the compulsory Writing and Reasoning course that every freshman takes, students learn to
draft with Al, then audit their own output against original sources for bias, gaps and outright fabrication.

In A/-Driven Media Research, students apply Al tools to analyse large sets of newspaper articles (for
sentiment, tone and thematic content), then critically evaluate the Al-assisted findings for consistency,
misclassification and bias.

These examples of early wins point the way forward. This year we enter the next stage: SMU's leadership

approved a university-wide strategy in the first half of the year, and all SMU Schools are now redesigning

every undergraduate programme around it, set to be introduced in Academic Year 2027/2028, backed by
dedicated funding, training and support.

That approach is now shaping whole degrees, not just individual courses. Each school is mapping when in a
student's four-year education they must think and reason without Al; when they learn to apply it as their
discipline expects; and finally, when they are trusted to use it freely and held to account for the judgement
behind it. This progressive mastery journey means that early courses protect the struggle, while later ones
build fluency deliberately. By the time they do their capstone, the question isn't whether a student used Al. It's
whether they can justify what they did with it, much like what employers expect on day one.

None of this makes the risks go away. Cognitive shortcuts, converging creativity, the gap between students
who question their Al output and students who don't: these don't disappear because a policy exists. What a
policy can do is stop them from being left to chance, to whichever instructor happens to notice. And it puts



the burden where it belongs: not on detecting misuse, but on designing, in advance, for the kind of thinking
we want to protect.

The temptation, faced with a technology that keeps changing, is to wait for it to settle before committing to
anything. It hasn't settled in the three years since ChatGPT arrived, and there's little reason to expect it will.
Waiting is also a luxury our graduates don't have: they'll enter workplaces already restructuring around Al,
whether or not their university got ready in time. The more honest position is to commit now, to state plainly
what a human must still be able to do that a machine cannot, and build a curriculum, ahead of time, that
holds the line on it. That's a bet on people, not on the technology. We think it's the right one, and the one our
students will thank us for making early.

Venky Shankararaman is Vice Provost (Education Strategy and Innovations) and Professor of Information
Systems at Singapore Management University.

Source: Lianhe Zaobao © SPH Media Limited. Permission required for reproduction.


Annette Chua
Source: Lianhe Zaobao © SPH Media Limited. Permission required for reproduction.

Annette Chua

Annette Chua


