AI reshapes higher education as students seek skills for an evolving workplace
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Like it or not, artificial intelligence (AI) has become an integral part of the modern higher education experience. Recent data shows that a vast majority of students are already using AI tools—particularly large language models (LLMs)—as part of their academic routines. A 2024 global survey by the Digital Education Council found that 86% of students use AI in their studies, with over half engaging with these technologies weekly. ChatGPT remains the most popular tool, cited by around two-thirds of students.
This broad adoption reflects more than convenience—it signals a significant shift in how students learn and prepare for their careers. Today’s learners are tomorrow’s workforce, and employers increasingly expect graduates to possess at least basic AI literacy. Those with advanced skills in using AI tools, particularly LLMs, are likely to have an edge in a rapidly evolving job market.
While AI use in education provokes mixed reactions, many experts argue that teaching students to use it responsibly is essential. They compare AI literacy to learning traditional academic tools, such as lab equipment or artistic materials. However, unlike static tools, AI evolves constantly, requiring regular updates to teaching methods and curricula to keep pace with technological advances.
Despite AI’s widespread use, many students feel unprepared. More than half of those surveyed reported lacking sufficient AI-related knowledge and skills, and nearly half did not feel ready to enter an AI-powered workplace. This highlights the need for structured AI literacy programmes that go beyond basic functionality to cover areas such as prompt engineering and ethical considerations. Building these competencies is key to helping students engage with AI thoughtfully, critically and effectively.
UK research confirms these global trends. A study by the Higher Education Policy Institute found that more than 90% of UK university students now use AI at least occasionally, up sharply from two-thirds just a year earlier. Students most often use AI to save time and improve the quality of their work. However, a notable minority remain cautious about submitting AI-generated content without modification, reflecting growing awareness of academic integrity issues in the AI era. The study also reveals disparities in AI use, with socioeconomic status and gender influencing both frequency and effectiveness.
The rapid spread of AI in education presents significant challenges. Educators now face the dual responsibility of encouraging innovative learning while addressing concerns over academic dishonesty. Many find themselves both facilitating AI-driven learning and monitoring adherence to academic standards. This has fuelled calls for clear policies and guidance around AI use in academic settings.
Beyond practical concerns, the future of AI in education raises broader societal questions. Responsible AI implementation requires comprehensive teacher training and curriculum redesign to reflect changing ethical and societal needs. AI literacy must go beyond technical skills to include a wider understanding of how these technologies operate and their impact on society, ensuring students can approach AI with both competence and critical awareness.
To support this transition, the Digital Education Council has developed the DEC AI Readiness Framework, designed to help universities assess their preparedness for AI integration and guide strategic planning for responsible AI innovation.
Ultimately, AI’s presence in higher education is not just inevitable—it is an opportunity. By equipping students with the tools and knowledge to use AI ethically and effectively, universities can position the UK as a leader in the AI-driven future of work and society. The challenge ahead lies in embracing AI’s potential while addressing its risks, ensuring that graduates emerge not only as proficient users but as responsible innovators.
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