Universities embrace agentic AI, shifting from caution to strategic integration

[image: ]
Higher education’s first encounter with ChatGPT was marked by urgency and confusion: campuses scrambled to impose bans, lecturers rewrote assessments in haste and students were left navigating a patchwork of shifting rules. That reaction is now giving way to a more settled view that generative AI is no passing novelty, but part of the infrastructure shaping teaching, support and administration. The next challenge is not simply whether AI belongs on campus, but how far it should be allowed to act on its own.
That question has become sharper with the rise of agentic AI, a form of artificial intelligence that can plan, decide, use tools and carry out multi-step tasks with limited human direction. As described in recent higher education commentary from Ohio State University and Education Technology Journal, the shift is from AI that answers to AI that acts, with systems increasingly able to orchestrate work across platforms rather than merely generate text. In practice, that could mean software identifying students at risk, recommending interventions and triggering follow-up across advising and student services.
The attraction for universities is obvious. According to the Association of Institutional Research, agentic systems could prove useful for data analytics and institutional research, where speed and scale matter, but only if outputs remain dependable and trustworthy. Elsewhere, thought pieces from Dell and EAB argue that such tools could streamline student support, communications and operational workflows, while also freeing staff to focus on higher-value work such as mentoring and strategic planning. The promise is efficiency, but the risk is overreach if institutions treat autonomy as a substitute for oversight.
That is why policy is now catching up. Existing AI rules were largely designed for prompt-based tools, not systems that can initiate actions or make recommendations with limited supervision. Universities are being urged to define where human approval is mandatory, how decisions are recorded and what level of autonomy is acceptable in different settings. The consensus across sector commentary is that governance must evolve quickly, because static policy will not keep pace with a technology that changes in months rather than years.
The practical response, analysts say, is to start small, keep people in the loop and work closely with vendors as new features are built into campus platforms. A growing number of institutions are still treating agentic AI as a pilot rather than a core capability, but that may not last long. The broader lesson is that universities do not need every leader to become a technologist; they do need enough fluency to judge where the technology helps, where it introduces risk and how to preserve human judgment as the software becomes more capable. The institutions that adapt with clarity and restraint are likely to shape the next phase of AI in higher education, rather than merely react to it.
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