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A study of 372,793 college application essays finds that after ChatGPT becomes widely 

available, student writing becomes more lexically diverse while the underlying ideas 

become more uniform. The researchers call this “disjunctive homogenization.” The New 

York Times published a guest essay presenting the research as evidence that AI 

constricts creative thinking. 

The data is sound, but the blame is wrong. AI does not homogenize student thinking; 

unstructured deployment without method governance does. The institution that deploys 

the tool without governing its use does not get to blame the tool for the outcome. 

The Data Is Not in Dispute 

The Moon, Kushlev, and colleagues’ study is one of the largest analyses of AI-era writing 

in a high-stakes admissions context. Three findings matter most. 

Essays written after ChatGPT show increased vocabulary diversity but decreased idea 

diversity, both within individual essays and across the applicant pool. The surface 

language improves while the concepts converge. In a companion study of 2,200 essays, 

each additional human essay contributes more new ideas to the collective pool than each 

additional GPT essay, and the gap widens as more essays are added. Prompt 

modifications and parameter adjustments do not close it. 

The third finding is the one that should end the conversation about blaming AI and start 

the movement to drive change within the institutions. Evaluators rate the AI-era essays 

as more creative, because polished vocabulary overrides the signals of conceptual 

sameness underneath. The evaluators are fooled by surface quality and cannot tell the 

difference between better words and better ideas. That is an evaluation failure, and the 

institution owns the evaluation. 

 



The Discipline Failed First 

Academic pedagogy has required “show your work” for generations, applying that 

standard across every domain it governs. Source citation, peer review, methodological 

transparency, evidence-based practice, and named human accountability for claims are 

the foundational standards the discipline produces, defends, and requires of 

credentialed members. 

When AI enters classrooms, the discipline does not apply those same standards to 

deployment. No structured prompting protocol requires students to form ideas before 

consulting AI, and no metacognitive checkpoint requires them to evaluate what AI 

produces. Whether the deployment produces learning or formatted sameness goes 

unmeasured. The tools reach millions of students with less methodological rigor than 

many peer-reviewed journals require. 

The institutions that spend decades teaching evidence standards deploy technology 

without meeting their own. 

In January 2026, a cognitive neuroscientist testified before the Senate Commerce 

Committee that the problem is biological: humans evolved to learn from other humans, 

not from screens. He identified method governance as an alternative, then rejected it 

categorically, dismissing deployment quality and instructor training in sequence. His 

own data told a different story: Intelligent Tutoring Systems showed gains above his 

instructional benchmark while general one-to-one laptop deployment showed losses 

below it. The variance tracked deployment structure, with tightly governed systems 

above the benchmark and loosely distributed access below it. The discipline blamed the 

tool while the data blamed the method. 

Some Users Are Lazy. That Is Still the Institution’s Problem. 

The counterargument arrives on schedule: students do put in less effort when they can 

copy and paste AI output. Some users treat AI as a copy machine. Some don’t know how 

to prompt, sequence, or challenge AI output because no one taught them. These are fair 

observations, and pretending otherwise would weaken the argument. 

But the observation doesn’t help the critics’ case, because it strengthens the institutional 

indictment. 



Who is responsible for teaching students how to use the tool? Who deploys it without 

training or checkpoints, then measures the results and concludes the problem is the 

machine? 

A 2026 validation study at the University of Hong Kong makes the institutional blind 

spot visible in the measurement itself. Researchers developed a “Metacognitive Laziness 

Scale” to measure student offloading of cognitive work to AI. The scale correlates with 

disaffection but shows a nonsignificant correlation with engagement. The measured 

pattern is withdrawal, and engagement shows no significant change. The researchers’ 

own limitations section acknowledges they cannot determine whether AI dependence 

diminishes metacognitive skills or whether students with preexisting deficits are simply 

more prone to offloading. The instrument measures students’ behavior without 

measuring whether the institution ever provided a governed deployment method. The 

construct is named “laziness,” and the deployment is never named at all. 

When a hospital deploys a surgical tool without training residents to use it, and 

outcomes decline, the discipline does not blame the scalpel. When an aviation authority 

certifies a cockpit system without training pilots on its failure modes, and incidents 

increase, the regulator does not blame the avionics. The institution owns the method, 

and the method governs the outcome. Lazy use is a deployment failure before it is a user 

failure, and pretending otherwise lets the deployer walk away from the damage. 

The Equity Finding Tells the Real Story 

The research reports that homogenization hits hardest among minoritized applicants 

and linguistic minorities. The people whose perspectives are most distinct are the ones 

AI smooths toward the institutional mean. 

That finding doesn’t say what the critics want it to say. 

If AI smooths diverse voices toward a mean, the mean was always there. The institution 

always had a convergence target, always rewarded movement toward it, and always 

penalized deviation from it. The admissions counselors who rate AI-polished essays 

higher are not being tricked by the technology. They apply the standard they have 

always applied, and that standard has always been institutional voice. 

For decades, polish was a proxy for privilege. The student with private tutors, editorial 

support, and college counselors produced institutional-grade writing. The student 



without those resources produced writing that sounded different, that carried the 

texture of a life lived outside the credentialing pipeline. AI compresses that gap, and 

what the institution mourns is the gatekeeping function that polish once served. 

Method Governs Outcome 

Cognitive science has supported the answer for decades: method-governed deployment 

where cognitive demand remains on the learner. 

The sequence is human idea formation first and AI engagement second, which means 

brainstorming before prompting and drafting before polishing, with each delegation 

decision made only after a human position exists. Structured interaction requires the 

student to articulate a position before the AI responds to it. Metacognitive checkpoints 

require the student to evaluate, accept, reject, or modify AI output rather than absorbing 

it wholesale. 

This is not a new invention. It is the standard the discipline already requires of every 

other educational practice it governs. The discipline that requires evidence-based and 

method-governed practice with named human accountability for every other domain of 

its work does not get a pass on this one because the tool is new and the failure is 

embarrassing. 

AI did not erase the human mind, it exposed whether the human mind showed up. The 

tool is a mirror. Blaming the mirror for what it shows is how institutions avoid the 

question they do not want to answer: what was the process producing before the mirror 

arrived? 
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