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Abstract

Across higher education, institutions face mounting pressure to demonstrate accountability,
ensure regulatory compliance, and protect students from systemic harm. Beneath these demands,
“academic ghost models” persist: outdated syllabi, obsolete instructional materials, and
misaligned credential frameworks that remain for decades without scrutiny. This article explains
how ghost models undermine institutional credibility, erode student trust, and jeopardize
accreditation. Recurring patterns in credential programs include reliance on obsolete textbooks
and citation standards, misrepresentation of course content and rigor, and retaliatory responses to
faculty or student calls for reform. Persistence is not a minor inconvenience; it reflects
organizational misconduct. Students may pay graduate-level tuition while receiving
undergraduate-level instruction, and institutions risk regulatory sanctions and reputational
damage. Administrative inertia, hierarchical protectionism, and suppression of dissent allow
outdated structures to endure. Accountability requires proactive curriculum audits, transparent
governance, and protections for those who surface deficiencies. Higher education must replace
ghost models with rigorous, current, and verifiable academic frameworks. This study synthesizes
governance theory and Al policy scholarship to argue that generative artificial intelligence, when
responsibly deployed, functions as a structural alignment mechanism that constrains credential
conflation and enhances accreditation transparency.

Keywords: Academic ghost models, Credential misalignment, Generative artificial intelligence,
Curriculum governance, Accreditation compliance, Organizational inertia

Introduction

Higher education is facing challenging times, as competition, economic constraints, and rapid
sociotechnological change intensify. Now, more than ever, universities are held accountable and
are under mounting pressure to uphold accreditation standards and safeguard student interests.
Beneath heightened efforts to respond to these demands, a persistent and often under-recognized
problem remains: legacy courses left untouched, with obsolete syllabi and irrelevant instructional
materials. These “academic ghost models” continue to propagate despite changing accreditation
criteria and educational standards. Unrecognized and unaddressed, academic ghost models pose
a significant threat to institutions and to student interests.

These ghost models usually emerge where courses rely on decades-old content, erroneous
citation standards, and misaligned frameworks. Such courses can persist unchecked, eroding
institutional credibility and undermining student outcomes. As one recent commentary warns,
outdated curriculum (Knight, 2015) can lead to declining enrollment, employer distrust, and
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reputational damage—highlighting the necessity of frequent course updates to remain
competitive and relevant (OECD, 2021).

Compounding the issue of outdated courses is the rise of “ghost faculty”—instructors assigned to
templated, unchecked content. In some cases, no instructor is assigned at all. This trend
increasingly undermines course quality, especially as online education continues to scale (Babb
Education, 2025). Meanwhile, accreditation bodies underscore the need for continuous curricular
improvement; the AACSB, for example, emphasizes that the principle of continuous
improvement must extend universally across all accredited domains (AACSB, 2023), while
recent federal orders mandate accreditation reform grounded in high-quality academic
programming and equity (Nat’l Law Review, 2025).

These converging trends underscore why academic ghost models—once merely tolerated
relics—now pose existential risks to higher education. Students may be paying graduate-level
tuition but receiving instruction grounded in outdated paradigms. Accreditation may be
jeopardized. Institutional morale and trust may collapse.

This article examines the anatomy of academic ghost models across credential programs,
explores their implications for students and institutions, and identifies systemic enablers of their
persistence. Drawing on the latest reports and sector-level data, we document how administrative
inertia, lack of oversight, and reprisals against reform-minded faculty and students enable these
models’ survival. We conclude with actionable recommendations—regular curriculum audits,
inclusive governance frameworks, and protections for whistleblowers—to ensure academic
integrity and uphold institutional missions.

Identification of Patterns

Research Questions and Conceptual Framing

This article is positioned as a conceptual and policy-analytic study rather than an empirical
investigation. It develops a theoretical framework to explain the persistence of “academic ghost
models” and examines how generative artificial intelligence structurally interacts with
curriculum alignment systems.

The analysis is guided by three research questions:

1. What structural conditions allow outdated or misaligned credential frameworks (“academic
ghost models™) to persist within higher education institutions?

2. How do Al-enabled curriculum systems operationally depend on explicit alignment structures
such as learning outcomes, competency mapping, and assessment transparency?

3. In what ways does generative Al function as a structural integrity mechanism that exposes or
constrains credential conflation?

Methodology



Source selection prioritized peer-reviewed scholarship on governance, organizational theory,
accreditation systems, and academic workplace dynamics to ensure theoretical depth and
analytical rigor. Policy reports and institutional documents were incorporated selectively to
contextualize sector-level developments. This approach balances conceptual grounding with
contemporary relevance while maintaining methodological integrity.

This study is conceptual in design and does not involve the collection or analysis of human
subjects data. The analysis is based exclusively on published scholarship, policy documents, and
theoretical synthesis. Accordingly, institutional review board (IRB) approval was not required.

Institutional curriculum rot often goes unremarked, and the problem is not isolated. Instead, there
are observable patterns across multiple courses: outdated syllabi (often anchored in obsolete
textbooks), outdated citation formats, and misalignments with accreditation frameworks.

Outdated Syllabi and Obsolete Textbooks Across Courses

Syllabi in higher education are often information-based. But in the technological age,
information isn’t the “currency of education as it used to be in the middle ages” (Karakhanyan,
2022, p. 17). Acknowledging that certain core knowledge is important, the currency of education
is in problem solving, critical thinking, basic skills, “insights and wisdom” (Karakhanyan, 2022).
To complicate the situation further, much of the information in courses is outdated and obsolete.
One culprit is the continued use of textbooks in many courses.

Research indicates that print textbooks become outdated within an average span of about three
years, yet institutions often continue to rely on them long past their useful life (Dhami, 2019).
Instructors who maintain decades-old course materials contribute to a stale learning environment,
reducing engagement and relevance (Knight, 2015). Especially in credential and graduate
programs, courses that perpetuate obsolete readings systematically undermine educational
quality. When students pay for “advanced” instruction but receive content that predates
significant developments, institutions risk reputational damage and declining student trust
(OECD, 2021).

Outdated Citation Styles

Outdated citation styles may seem minor in a discussion of curriculum relevance; however,
changes in citation standards often reflect changes in how knowledge is documented and
attributed. Failing to use updated citation practices can erode scholarly norms. For example,
citation standards evolve to address electronic sources such as webpages and blogs, while older
styles may not provide adequate guidance for these sources. Although APA guidelines do not
impose strict recency requirements on sources, adoption of archaic citation styles (e.g., APA 5th
edition) signals disregard for scholarly currency (APA Style Blog, 2021). Furthermore, lack of
clarity about required citation standards can confuse students navigating the modern academic
landscape, where APA 7th edition includes updated guidelines on bias-free language and
streamlined formatting (APA, 2023). Faculty who persist in requiring outdated citation



frameworks contribute to the erosion of academic rigor and misrepresent expectations for
scholarly practice.

Misalignment with Accreditation Standards

Accrediting bodies expect continuous curriculum improvement and alignment with program
outcomes. Yet, institutions occasionally misclassify courses, mismatching credit units or
mislabeling course objectives. Such inaccuracies can violate both regional and programmatic
accreditation criteria (U.S. Department of Education, 2025). These risks are especially
pronounced in direct-assessment models and credential programs which require explicit
alignment of credit hours to program rigor (Wellman, 2003). Failure to properly represent these
details constitutes a concrete threat to accreditation status.

Accreditation standards are designed to ensure that curriculum remains aligned with industry
requirements and that the qualifications students earn are relevant and useful for careers in the
discipline. However, there is concern that higher education is becoming “increasingly irrelevant”
(Marginson, 2016; OECD, 2023). The need to overhaul or reform higher education is recognized
as a global imperative not only to attract and retain students but also so that “full benefits to
individuals and countries can be sustained or increased” (Bucklye, 2024). In the UNESCO report
on “Quality and relevance of programs in higher education” (Karakhanyan, 2022), students and
employers raise concerns about institutional systems failing to prepare graduates adequately for
current and future employment. The report calls for urgent reform in higher education
curriculum—both content and teaching approaches.

Implications for Students and Institutions

Despite concern about irrelevant curricula in higher education and calls for reform, the system is
slow to change. “Little has changed so far within higher education systems, regardless of the
increased diversification of learning needs and rapid expansion of higher learning beyond the
formal provisions.” (Karakhanyan, 2022, p. 18)

Outdated credential structures and misaligned course models harm students by undermining
learning outcomes, eroding confidence, and increasing the need for costly remediation. They
impose emotional and financial burdens—especially on vulnerable and underrepresented
learners—by delaying progress and diminishing credential value. For institutions, these failures
risk accreditation sanctions, legal exposure, and significant reputational and financial damage
that can threaten long-term viability.

Student Harm: Underprepared Graduates, Emotional and Financial Burdens

Academic underpreparedness—stemming from instructional inconsistency or obsolete courses—
has become increasingly consequential. Research shows that many students enter college without
the academic readiness needed for advanced study, and institutions must then allocate costly
resources to remediation initiatives (Bettinger & Long, 2009). While remediation can support
retention, it often delays progress and may erode confidence. Moreover, students today face
rising financial distress. A 2024 survey found that 59% of college students considered dropping
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out due to financial stress, with 78% reporting negative impacts on mental health (Ellucian,
2024). When outdated or irrelevant coursework further diminishes perceived educational value,
the psychological toll deepens.

Graduate students bear equally heavy emotional burdens. Recent findings highlight the
emotional labor experienced by graduate students—especially those from underrepresented or
first-generation backgrounds—manifesting as heightened stress, lower self-efficacy, and a fragile
sense of belonging (Bai et al., 2025). Courses that offer no genuine academic substance can
amplify these challenges.

Risk: Accreditation Jeopardy and Legal/External Liability

From an institutional perspective, maintaining outdated credential models carries serious risk.
The U.S. Department of Education underscores accreditation’s role in ensuring quality; failure to
comply threatens institutional recognition and federal funding (U.S. Department of Education,
2025). When course descriptions misalign with program outcomes, or curriculum no longer
meets state credentialing guidelines, accreditation integrity is at risk.

Moreover, regulatory and legal compliance has risen sharply as a concern for institutional
leadership, now ranking among the top five risks nationwide (United Educators, 2024). Legal
exposure intensifies when students formally document harm or curriculum fraud. Institutions
frequently rely on Educators Legal Liability (ELL) insurance (coverage up to $30 million) to
manage claims—but even such coverage cannot fully mitigate long-term reputational damage
(UE, 2025).

Governance research indicates that enterprise risk management adoption in higher education
remains uneven and frequently under-integrated into academic oversight systems (Friga, Bettis,
& Sullivan, 2003; Garrett, 2018). By perpetuating ghost credential models, higher education
institutions erode student well-being and place themselves in precarious regulatory and financial
states. Addressing these intertwined challenges requires systemic transparency, risk-savvy
governance, and genuine curricular reform. Understanding why “academic ghost models”
persist—despite mounting evidence of harm and risk—is essential to addressing the problem.

Mechanisms of Persistence

‘Academic ghost models’ persist even amid intensifying demands for accountability, curriculum
quality, and positive student experience. Their persistence is best explained by two reinforcing
forces: administrative inertia and power dynamics, and structural retaliation against reform
efforts.

Administrative Inertia, Power Dynamics, and Lack of Oversight

Organizational inertia theory explains resistance to institutional change as a function of structural
stability and legitimacy preservation (Hannan & Freeman, 1984). Institutions often maintain
established curricular configurations to signal continuity and reduce perceived risk, even when
performance outcomes suggest the need for reform.
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Academic inertia refers to the resistance to change embedded within institutional cultures, where
long-standing traditions, bureaucratic slowness, and legacy expectations overpower innovation
(Elliott, 2024). This resistance sustains outdated course models even when their relevance has
long since expired. Institutions with high administrative intensity—characterized by a growing
ratio of staff to faculty—often face added complexity and inefficiency, reducing agility in
curricular reform (Garrett, 2018).

Power dynamics further complicate matters. Faculty governance structures, while existing in
theory, often hold limited sway over administrative decisions such as course design, credential
structures, or curriculum mapping (Julius, 2022), especially in hierarchical institutions resistant
to shared governance. The result is an environment sensitive to preserving status quos—
preserving old models becomes easier than tackling reform.

Structural Bullying and Retaliation Against Reformers

Even when faculty or students attempt to raise concerns, entrenched systems may respond with
backlash. Top-down curriculum change is a common model of change in higher education. When
curriculum change is dictated at higher levels, faculty and students often have little agency in the
process, leading to frustration; if the top end does not agree with or support the change,
reformers can be left vulnerable to academic bullying.

Embarking on change, especially at ground level, can leave reformers vulnerable to academic
bullying. Academic bullying—including intimidation, career throttling, social isolation, and
reputational sabotage—is more pervasive than often acknowledged and is disproportionately
deployed against those challenging institutional complacency (Keashly & Neuman, 2010; Hollis,
2019).

Structural stigma further deepens the cycle. Scholars who push against prevailing models—
especially those without institutional tenure or from marginalized backgrounds—often find their
reputations tarnished or careers stalled, reinforcing institutional reluctance to accommodate
challenges to orthodoxy (Nelson et al., 2024).

By anchoring resistance to change in both bureaucratic dynamics and punitive behaviors, this
section reveals why ghost models persist despite clear evidence of harm. Addressing them thus
requires more than policy tweaks—it demands shifts in power structures, transparent governance
protocols, and protections for those who speak truth to institutional power.

The role of “top leadership” in addressing issues of stale curriculum and practices cannot be
understated. “The extent of professionalism of the top leadership and their capacity to embrace
the rapid diversification, the learning paradigm shift and related challenges does matter. If
substantive changes are to take place, a major re-evaluation of the required qualifications, skills
and competencies of top leaders should mark the launch of changes” (Karakhanyan, 2022, p. 20)

Course Cancellations Mid-Semester & Disruption to Students



Abrupt mid-term course cancellations highlight how outdated academic models—often reliant on
contingent or “ghost” faculty labor—directly harm students. At Columbia College Chicago,
adjunct faculty strikes in 2023 led to hundreds of canceled courses. Students lost critical learning
continuity and academic progress, while also bearing financial stress (Sainato, 2023). These
cancellations reveal the fragility of institutional models that lean on precarious teaching
arrangements instead of sustainable academic leadership—an echo of the “ghost” structures
undermining higher education’s credibility.

Retaliation Against Reform Advocates

Academic whistleblowers often encounter harsh consequences. At Collin College, a long-serving
history professor faced termination after publicly urging students to consider wearing masks—a
case reflecting not just governance overreach, but how resistance to faculty advocacy suppresses
curricular responsiveness to pressing public issues. Such retaliation ensures that curricula remain
stagnant and disconnected from lived realities, creating toxic environments where students suffer
from diminished morale and institutional credibility (Keashly & Neuman, 2010; Hollis, 2019).

Grievance Escalations to External Oversight

When internal systems fail to address misconduct, escalation to external bodies becomes
necessary. At Claremont McKenna College, a faculty member filed a grievance after being
sidelined from teaching despite academic freedom protections. Beyond governance failure, this
illustrates how institutional silencing prevents innovative voices from reshaping outdated
curricula. Left unchecked, such practices entrench stagnation, erode confidence, and may even
invite audit or legal review (Claremont Independent, 2025).

Audit-Triggered Leadership Fallout

Accreditation and fiscal misconduct carry institutional risk—often precipitating leadership
turnover. At Western New Mexico University, the president resigned after a state audit revealed
improper spending of over $363,000, while another institution terminated several employees
after misuse of nearly $700,000 in university funds (AP News, 2024). Such governance failures
directly undermine curricular renewal: when leadership attention shifts to damage control,
institutions default to outdated programs and “ghost” academic models rather than investing in
innovation and reform. Ghost credential models do more than impede educational quality. By
hollowing out academic legitimacy, they create conditions where systemic breakdowns—such as
course cancellations, faculty retaliation, grievance escalation, and even leadership ousting—
become more likely. These are not isolated anomalies, but consequences of entrenched inertia
and misaligned institutional priorities.

Artificial Intelligence as an Anti—Credential Conflation System: Why Generative Al
Structurally Opposes Misalignment



Al Systems vs. Academic Ghost Models: Structural Integrity Contrast

I Academic Ghost Models

10 4 W Al-Structured Systems

Structural Integrity Index (1-10)

) The chart visually demonstrates that Al-structured systems score consistently high across
alignment clarity, standards mapping, version control, and rigor transparency. In contrast,
academic ghost models exhibit systemic weaknesses in these same domains, reflecting structural
misalignment and opacity.

 Notably, version control and standards mapping show the greatest divergence. Al systems
depend on real-time documentation, metadata integrity, and hierarchical competency mapping.
Ghost models persist through stagnation and documentation drift.

) The disparity in citation currency and rigor transparency illustrates why Al environments
cannot sustain outdated syllabi or inflated credential claims. AI’s architecture requires
definitional precision and measurable outcomes.

) This structural contrast reinforces the core thesis: generative AI, when properly governed,
functions as an institutional integrity mechanism rather than a destabilizing force. Where
credential conflation relies on ambiguity, Al demands clarity.

The emergence of generative artificial intelligence (Al) in education has intensified debates
around academic integrity, authorship, and credential legitimacy. Critics frequently focus on
risks—plagiarism, overreliance, automation of thinking. Yet less examined is a critical structural
reality: modern Al systems are fundamentally designed around alignment, traceability, metadata
transparency, and standards mapping. In that sense, generative Al—when properly deployed—is
inherently incompatible with credential misalignment and conflation. Where academic ghost



models obscure course objectives, blur rigor distinctions, or misrepresent instructional depth, Al
systems instead demand definitional clarity, outcome specification, and structural consistency.

In practice, Al strengthens credential integrity by forcing institutions to translate broad claims
(e.g., “graduate-level rigor”) into auditable artifacts: measurable outcomes, rubric criteria,
exemplar work products, and evidence of instructional contact hours and assessment load. When
these artifacts do not align, Al-enabled review tools surface the mismatch through structured
checks such as outcome-to-assessment mapping, task-complexity profiling, and cross-document
consistency validation. This is why credential conflation becomes harder to sustain once Al is
integrated into curriculum management systems.

Collectively, these architectural features demonstrate that contemporary Al systems
operationalize alignment, traceability, and standards mapping as core design principles. Rather
than merely supporting instructional delivery, these systems embed structural accountability into
curriculum documentation and assessment processes. In doing so, they reinforce credential
integrity at the architectural level.

Al-supported governance increases traceability by logging prompts, rubric versions, learning-
objective IDs, and assessment revisions over time. That audit trail strengthens continuous-
improvement evidence for accreditors and reduces the ability to retroactively justify outdated
syllabi or inflated outcomes without corresponding documentation. Al thereby shifts curriculum
oversight from informal assurances to verifiable records.

Al Systems Operate on Explicit Alignment Structures

Alignment becomes a set of machine-checkable relationships. Each outcome should map to at
least one assessment task, each task should map to a rubric row, and each rubric row should map
to observable student evidence. When a syllabus lists outcomes that are never assessed, or when
assessments evaluate skills not claimed in the syllabus, Al-based mapping exposes the gap. This
capability counters credential inflation by tying program claims to documented student
performance.

Modern generative Al and learning analytics systems function through structured alignment
models. Instructional Al tools require:

e Defined learning outcomes

e Clear assessment parameters

o Explicit competency mapping

e Transparent rubrics

e Version-controlled curriculum documentation

The U.S. Department of Education (2023), in its report Artificial Intelligence and the Future of
Teaching and Learning, emphasizes that Al applications in education must be anchored in clearly
defined learning objectives and measurable outcomes. Al systems cannot function meaningfully
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in environments where course outcomes are vague, conflated, or misaligned. If a graduate
credential claims advanced-level synthesis while course materials remain undergraduate-level,
Al systems trained to detect taxonomy levels, lexical complexity, and conceptual depth will flag
the inconsistency.

Similarly, UNESCQ’s (2023) Guidance for Generative Al in Education and Research
underscores the importance of alignment between Al-supported instruction and institutional
standards. Al systems depend on coherence between curriculum frameworks and assessment
instruments. When credentials are conflated—such as when course descriptions, credit units, and
instructional depth do not correspond—Al-based analytics cannot map competencies accurately.
The system breaks.

Thus, generative Al structurally resists credential misalignment because it requires structured,
hierarchical learning taxonomies to operate effectively.

Al Reveals Rigor Inconsistencies Through Bloom-Level Detection

Beyond Bloom-level verbs, Al tools can profile assignments for rigor indicators such as required
integration of peer-reviewed sources, methodological reasoning, counterargument handling, and
discipline-specific conventions. If a course repeatedly assigns low-complexity tasks while
advertising advanced outcomes, Al-driven profiling shows the mismatch through objective task
features. This makes “graduate” labels easier to verify—or to challenge—using consistent
criteria.

One overlooked feature of advanced language models is their ability to analyze cognitive
complexity. Generative Al systems can distinguish between:

e Recall-level prompts

e Application-level exercises

e Analysis and evaluation tasks
e Synthesis-level production

If a graduate-level syllabus repeatedly generates assignments that align with lower-order
cognitive skills, Al-assisted curricular audits can identify this discrepancy. Bloom’s Taxonomy
alignment detection is now common in curriculum analytics platforms (OECD, 2023).

Where credential conflation allows institutions to label courses as “advanced” without advanced
cognitive engagement, Al exposes this inflation. For example:

o Ifassignments cluster around summary and identification tasks, Al tools detect the lexical
and structural markers of lower cognitive demand.

o [f citation expectations remain outdated (e.g., obsolete APA versions), Al systems trained
on current standards will identify inconsistencies automatically.
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Al does not tolerate ambiguity in standards frameworks. It depends on precision. In this way, it
serves as an integrity amplifier.

Al Systems Depend on Version Control and Citation Currency

With versioned syllabi, rubrics, and program maps, an institution can show when updates
occurred, what changed, and why. Al-enabled systems can compare versions to detect drift and
highlight uncorrected conflicts (e.g., outcomes updated in one document but not others). This
supports timely remediation—updating readings, revising assessment weights, and correcting
unit-to-outcome mappings—before misalignment becomes systemic.

Credential misalignment frequently manifests through outdated syllabi, obsolete textbooks, and
archaic citation practices. Generative Al ecosystems, however, operate on version-tracked
documentation. Most institutional Al integrations now include:

e Document version history

o Timestamp metadata

o Citation verification checks

o Bias and outdated-source detection

The American Psychological Association (2023) clarified the importance of currency and bias-
free language in APA 7th edition guidelines. Al citation tools are trained on these updated
standards. When institutions require outdated citation frameworks, Al-supported compliance
systems flag deviations from current academic norms.

Moreover, large language models rely on training data that reflects contemporary scholarship
patterns. Outdated instructional materials produce lexical signals that Al systems recognize as
temporally misaligned. AI’s predictive mechanisms operate probabilistically; when confronted
with obsolete terminology or frameworks, the deviation becomes statistically apparent.

Thus, generative Al functions as a structural safeguard against curriculum stagnation. By
requiring explicit alignment, current documentation, and consistent standards mapping, it makes
outdated course architectures easier to detect and harder to sustain. In effect, Al shifts curricular
oversight from informal assurances to traceable, auditable evidence.

Al Requires Transparent Competency Mapping

Competency mapping detects duplication and hollow coverage. If multiple courses claim the
same competencies without progression, Al highlights redundancy. If a credential claims breadth
but competency coverage is thin, Al highlights uncovered domains. These checks are especially
important in credential programs where each unit must have a defensible purpose and where
conflation occurs when distinct competencies are merged under a single course label.
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Credential conflation often emerges from vague competency articulation. When learning
outcomes are written broadly—e.g., “students will understand leadership”—without measurable
behavioral indicators, programmatic misalignment becomes easier to conceal.

Al systems, by contrast, require:

e Measurable verbs

e Observable outputs

o Competency matrices

e Rubric-based scoring systems

The OECD (2023) reports that Al in education increasingly relies on competency-based models
tied to granular skill taxonomies. Without precise outcome definitions, Al-based feedback
systems cannot function. Conflated credentials—where course credit hours, rigor, and outcomes
lack coherence—produce systemic misalignment detectable through Al-supported audits.

In fact, Al-assisted program evaluation now includes:

o Skill gap analysis

e Outcome coverage mapping
e Redundancy detection

e Overlap identification

These functions directly counteract the persistence of ghost credential structures. By revealing
redundancy, gaps, and inconsistencies across outcomes, assessments, and competency maps,
they make misalignment visible rather than implicit. In turn, they support timely corrective
action and strengthen the defensibility of credential claims.

Al Discourages Inflated Credential Claims
Generative Al systems are trained on large corpora of peer-reviewed academic texts. They have
internalized patterns of disciplinary rigor, citation density, methodological structure, and
theoretical framing.
When an institution claims that a credential reflects advanced mastery but coursework lacks:

o Empirical research engagement

e Peer-reviewed citation density

e Methodological complexity

e Analytical synthesis

Al systems trained to generate or evaluate advanced-level responses expose the discrepancy. For
example:

e Al can generate a model graduate-level response to a given prompt.
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o If student assignments in a “graduate” course consistently fall below that model in
structural complexity, the misalignment becomes measurable.

Al does not create credential inflation; it reveals it. By benchmarking course claims against
observable indicators of rigor—such as assessment complexity, citation density, and disciplinary
conventions—it makes misalignment measurable. In doing so, it shifts credential evaluation from
assertion to evidence.

Al-Based Audits Support Accreditation Compliance

Al-assisted audits can generate practical evidence packages, including an outcome-to-assessment
matrix, a standards crosswalk, a syllabus currency report (readings and citation standard
versions), and a consistency report aligning catalog description, syllabus outcomes, and assessed
tasks. These artifacts translate compliance into evidence that can be sampled, verified, and
tracked across improvement cycles.

Accrediting bodies increasingly require documentation of continuous improvement, alignment
with standards, and data-supported revision processes. Al systems enhance:

e Learning outcome tracking

o Diagnostic growth measurement
e Alignment analytics

o Standardized rubric enforcement

The U.S. Department of Education (2023) explicitly notes that Al tools can support evidence-
based improvement cycles when deployed responsibly. UNESCO (2023) similarly emphasizes
that Al integration must reinforce transparency and accountability in educational governance.

In environments where credential conflation persists, Al-assisted documentation systems make
concealment difficult. Misalignment between stated outcomes and instructional artifacts becomes
computationally visible.

Thus, Al does not support credential ghosting; it operationally disrupts it. By requiring structured
documentation, standards alignment, and auditable evidence trails, it reduces the space for vague
or unverified credential claims. In effect, Al transforms curriculum oversight from informal
compliance to traceable accountability.

Al Is Structurally Anti-Conflation Because It Is Data-Dependent

Al highlights contradictions in institutional records—course numbers, units, prerequisites,
catalog language, and program maps. When these records conflict, the system cannot reliably
personalize instruction, evaluate competencies, or report outcomes. Al integration therefore
creates an incentive to reconcile contradictions and clean data, which is the opposite of credential
ghosting.
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Credential conflation thrives in ambiguity, where vague outcomes and inconsistent
documentation allow inflated claims to persist. Ambiguity permits misalignment across syllabi,
assessment, and catalog descriptions, making conflation easy to conceal. Al, by contrast,
depends on structured, machine-readable inputs and clear mappings to operate effectively.
Because it requires precise outcomes, versioned documents, and traceable assessment links, Al
cannot function in ambiguous environments and therefore exposes credential conflation.

Large language models, analytics platforms, and adaptive learning systems require structured
data inputs. Conflated credentials often involve:

e Misclassified credit hours

e Vague performance benchmarks

o Inflated program descriptions

e Non-updated curriculum documentation

Al systems require:

e Data integrity

o Consistency across documentation
e Clear competency hierarchies

o Standardized metadata

When metadata conflicts—for example, when course descriptions do not match syllabus
objectives—Al-driven systems produce inconsistency warnings. In this way, Al becomes an
accountability infrastructure rather than a threat to academic integrity.

Al Strengthens Stewardship and Governance
From a governance perspective, Al enhances:

o Transparency

o Traceability

o Evidence-based decision-making
o Equity auditing

The World Economic Forum (2024) emphasizes that Al governance frameworks must prioritize
transparency and auditability. When integrated into higher education systems, Al forces
institutions to maintain:

e Updated documentation
o Standardized outcome language

e Clear assessment-to-outcome mapping

Credential conflation becomes increasingly unsustainable under Al-enhanced governance. As
alignment requirements, documentation standards, and audit trails become more explicit,
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inconsistencies are surfaced earlier and with greater specificity. Over time, this shifts
institutional incentives toward clarity, coherence, and verifiable credential integrity.

Al Does Not Eliminate Human Responsibility—It Clarifies It

It is essential to distinguish between misuse of Al and structural properties of Al systems. Misuse
(e.g., academic dishonesty) reflects human decision-making, not system architecture.

Properly deployed Al:

o Enhances plagiarism detection
o Identifies citation errors

e Maps outcome misalignment
o Flags structural inconsistency

Thus, even Al—often criticized as destabilizing—operates on principles that reinforce credential
clarity rather than undermine it. Its core functions depend on explicit outcomes, consistent
documentation, and traceable alignment across curriculum and assessment. When these
conditions are absent, the resulting gaps become visible rather than concealed.

Conclusion: Al as a Structural Integrity Mechanism

Credential misalignment and conflation depend on opacity, inertia, and documentation gaps.
Generative Al systems depend on alignment, metadata integrity, and structural coherence.

Therefore:

e Al does not support outdated syllabi.

e Al does not tolerate vague learning outcomes.
e Al does not reinforce misclassified rigor levels.
e Al does not validate credential inflation.

Instead, Al amplifies structural transparency and exposes inconsistencies embedded within ghost
credential models. It makes misalignment detectable by comparing course claims, assessment
artifacts, and competency maps against documented standards. In doing so, it reduces reliance on
informal assurances and strengthens evidence-based oversight.

For CTC reviewers and accreditation bodies, this reality is critical: Al integration does not
threaten credential legitimacy. When responsibly deployed, it strengthens it. Institutions that
resist curricular alignment while integrating Al will face systemic contradiction. Institutions that
embrace Al-supported auditing, version control, and outcome mapping will enhance credibility.

In short, even artificial intelligence—built on predictive coherence and alignment modeling—is

structurally incompatible with credential conflation. Where ghost models rely on concealment,
Al demands clarity.
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Recommendations

To eradicate academic ghost models and reinforce institutional integrity, higher education must
embrace proactive, transparent frameworks. Four critical strategies—robust curriculum audits,
transparent course review processes, firm whistleblower protections, and inclusive faculty-
student governance—offer structured reform paths.

Robust Curriculum Audits

Curriculum audits are systematic evaluations that align course content with institutional mission,
learning outcomes, and accreditation requirements. Effective audit protocols involve clear
scopes, agreed-upon criteria, and scoring frameworks to assess relevance, rigor, and stakeholder
input (ERB, 2024; Alison Yang, 2024). Institutions conducting such audits ensure academic
programs remain responsive, current, and impactful—using data to guide revision rather than
tradition.

Data provides irrefutable evidence of the issue, but other factors are also necessary to enable
change. As acknowledged by Yang (2024), curriculum reform requires a strategic reflective
approach, involvement of stakeholders, crisis management, and leadership buy-in.

Transparent Course Review Processes

Curricular transparency ensures shared governance and accountability, and espouses trust. Best
practices for quality assurance emphasize open governance structures, strategic planning, and
data-driven curriculum development (QAHE, 2023). Transparent course review—Ileveraging
published rubrics, external reviewers, and open faculty discussions—fosters trust and allows the
academic community and students to shape course evolution responsibly.

Protection for Whistleblowers (With State-Level Support)

Faculty and students who expose misconduct or challenge outdated curricular models require
safeguards. Without legal and institutional protections, reformers risk retaliation, ensuring
outdated programs persist unchecked. While federal rulings like Demers v. Austin (2014) affirm
protections for faculty speech on governance, stronger state-level laws are needed to ensure that
advocacy for curricular innovation does not result in silencing or dismissal.

Faculty Senate Oversight and Student Representation

Empowered faculty governance coupled with student involvement enhances curriculum
legitimacy. Faculty senates—when transparent, publicly accountable, and engaged in curricular
decisions—help align course delivery with evolving pedagogical standards (TX SB 37 proposal,
2025). Inclusion of student voices, akin to Darden’s diversity audit, enriches review processes
and aligns learning materials with student identity and experience (Harvard Business Publishing,
2022). Institutional policies should mandate shared decision-making to ensure reforms are
broadly grounded and resilient.
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Academic institutions risk long-term damage when outdated course models persist unchecked.
By embedding auditing, transparency, legal safeguards, and inclusive governance systems,
universities can dismantle academic ghost models and reaffirm their mission to serve students
and scholarship on principles of integrity and accountability.

Conclusion

The persistence of academic ghost models demonstrates that modern higher education cannot
afford complacency. Courses that rely on obsolete textbooks, outdated citation formats, and
misaligned credential frameworks represent more than pedagogical inconvenience; they
constitute structural risks of credential misrepresentation and accreditation noncompliance that
erode trust, compromise student learning, and jeopardize accreditation. Students today face rising
costs, heightened stress, and an urgent need for relevant, high-quality education (Ellucian, 2024).
Delivering outdated or fraudulent credential models not only betrays their investment but also
undermines the legitimacy of the institutions that sanction them.

For institutions, the stakes are equally severe. Accreditation agencies and external regulators now
demand transparent, rigorous, and continuously updated curricula (AACSB, 2023; U.S.
Department of Education, 2025). Failure to act risks reputational collapse, legal exposure, and
diminished public confidence. Leadership transitions, state audits, and student grievances across
institutions illustrate how fragile higher education’s credibility can become when governance
failures remain unaddressed.

The call to action is urgent: educational leaders must embed robust curriculum audits, transparent
review processes, whistleblower protections, and inclusive faculty-student governance. Integrity
cannot be deferred to policy statements—it must be enacted in everyday practice. The future of
higher education depends on institutions willing to prioritize academic rigor and student welfare
over bureaucratic inertia and personal power. Only then can higher education uphold its mission
to prepare learners for the demands of a rapidly transforming world.

Collectively, the analysis addresses the research questions by demonstrating that academic ghost
models persist through structural inertia and governance asymmetries (RQ1), that Al-enabled
curriculum systems depend on explicit alignment architectures to function coherently (RQ2), and
that generative Al operates as a structural anti-conflation mechanism by exposing misalignment,
opacity, and documentation drift (RQ3). In this framing, Al is not merely a technological tool but
a governance catalyst that compels definitional clarity, measurable outcomes, and alignment
integrity across credential systems.
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