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The Great Unlearning: How Artificial Intelligence Is Rewriting the Value of a Degree

“Degrees were once passports to prosperity. Today, they’re souvenirs from an obsolete world.” — Patrick Mukosha
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Abstract
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Intelligence has been outsourced in the twenty-first century. Nowadays, artificial intelligence is more proficient than the people who spent years obtaining degrees in order to read, write, code, diagnose, argue, create, and even teach. 

"The Great Unlearning" is a thought-provoking and perceptive examination of how artificial intelligence (AI) is upending the conventional notion of education, substituting machine intelligence for human knowledge, and compelling humanity to relearn all we believed to be true about learning. 

Automation is redefining—or erasing—entire professions, from journalism and law to medicine and banking. While AI systems learn things in days that used to take humans decades, universities continue to use antiquated curriculum. AI has learnt more quickly than humans, which is why degrees are becoming less valuable, not because education has failed.

Renowned IT and AI specialist Patrick Mukosha explains how this shift is changing society and what people, organizations, and countries need to do to stay relevant in a post-degree era. 

The Great Unlearning not only diagnoses the demise of traditional academia, but also teaches how to flourish outside of it through real-world examples, projections for the future, and useful survival techniques.
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Chapter 1: The Death of the Degree 
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"The world no longer rewards what schools teach." – Patrick Mukosha

	The Myth of the Credential 


For almost 200 years, a university degree has been the key to success and the universal symbol of intelligence, discipline, and employability. A degree used to guarantee access to better jobs, higher income, and societal respect. However, in the 2020s, something subtly started to change: employers began asking "What can you do?" rather than "Where did you study?"

The answer to that question now, in the era of artificial intelligence, is determined by your ability to collaborate with robots that learn more quickly than you ever could, rather than by a framed certificate that hangs on a wall. 

It took some time for the degree to die. It started off as a whisper, a silent uprising within HR departments, business incubators, and boardrooms in Silicon Valley, and it is currently spreading to every continent. 

	The Great Unlearning in Corporate Life 


Google shocked the business community in 2014 when it said that the majority of its positions no longer required a college degree. Laszlo Bock, the chief of human resources, made the startling admission that "we found no correlation between academic success and job performance."

A movement was sparked by the disclosure. In a matter of years: 


	
IBM prioritized skills-based hiring above degrees for almost half of its job opportunities. 

	
Apple and Tesla adopted this strategy, prioritizing programmers and problem-solvers over formal qualifications - after realizing that academic accomplishment "did not guarantee job success,"


	
Ernst & Young (EY) announced that a university degree was no longer required to work in its UK offices. 



More than half of Fortune 500 organizations had implemented skills-first hiring practices by 2025, evaluating candidates based on AI-driven tests rather than degrees. These companies made a ground-breaking discovery: in a world characterized by rapid technical advancement, degrees were no longer reliable indicators of competency. 

	The Decline of Academic Certainty and Automation 


For many years, education followed the same formula: 

Study Hard →Earn a Degree → Find Employment → Start a Life

That equation was destroyed by AI. 

After four years of studying law, accounting, or journalism, a student now enters a field where AI models are already doing better than them. Copilot can write code, ChatGPT can make legal arguments, and Claude and Gemini can quickly create business strategies, evaluate contracts, and summarize intricate reports. 

The world's legal community was faced with an existential question after GPT-4 passed the US Uniform Bar Exam with scores superior to those of the majority of human applicants: What happens when a machine performs better on its own test than a law graduate?

When AI diagnostic technologies like IBM's Watson Health and DeepMind's AlphaFold started to forecast diseases more accurately than human doctors who had been trained for ten years, medical school was similarly shocked. 

The issue is not whether AI can learn what we already know, but rather whether it can learn all we know and more in a far shorter amount of time. 

	Academic Credibility Is Declining 


In the past, education was a profitable investment. A degree holder may anticipate earning 60–80% more than a non-graduate in the 1980s. However, new data from the World Economic Forum and OECD indicates that premium has sharply declined, particularly in industrialized economies. 

Why? Because expertise was made accessible through AI techniques. Since AI can create financial models from natural language cues, you don't need to be an expert in finance to analyse markets. Building software doesn't require a computer science degree — GitHub Compared to most junior programmers, Copilot can produce code more quickly and neatly. 

Publishing articles of international calibre doesn't require a journalism degree because AI News Helpers can conduct research, write, edit, and publish for almost nothing.

The end effect is an education paradox: formal education seems less important the more readily available AI knowledge becomes. 

	When Employers Stopped Caring 


In 2017, Ginni Rometty, IBM's then-CEO, made headlines when she declared that "working at IBM does not require a college degree." She was recognizing a truth rather than making a populist statement. AI-powered recruiting tools revealed that many high performers had non-traditional backgrounds, including cybersecurity specialists who self-taught through practice and simulation, data analysts who studied through MOOCs, and programmers who learnt online. 

"A college degree is not evidence of exceptional ability," Elon Musk famously stated.

Many of the top engineers at Tesla and SpaceX did not attend Ivy League schools; instead, their value was demonstrated by their ability to solve problems in the actual world rather than by their academic qualifications.

Google did the same. Internal research conducted by the organization revealed no link between job success and educational background. This discovery revolutionized hiring procedures throughout Silicon Valley, resulting in "skills-first" hiring, which prioritizes aptitude over qualification. 

	Case Study 1: The Skills Revolution at Google 


Google Career Certificates, a self-paced online learning program that offers professional credentials in areas including data analytics, IT support, and user experience design without the need for a degree, was introduced by Google in 2020. Graduates of these six-month programs were paid similarly to those with regular degrees when they were directly hired by Google and its partner companies. 

More than 2 million students had finished the course by 2023. 

The outcome?


	82% is the average employment rate for graduates. 

	Average cost: $300, as opposed to over $40,000 for a normal U.S. degree;

	Average completion time: 5 months 



This was education without gatekeepers, the digital equivalent of a revolution.

	The Collapse of Credentialism 


In the past, credentialism—the fixation on degrees—was a social hierarchy. It created fictitious barriers to opportunity by dividing "The Educated" from "The Uneducated."

However, that hierarchy is being destroyed by AI. 

Once requiring degrees and years of study, a skilled AI assistant can now build software, analyse financial data, diagnose illnesses from scans, and draft legal documents. 

For example: 


	
GPT-4 outperformed many law graduates by passing the U.S. Bar Exam in the 90th percentile. 

	On medical licensure exams, Google's Med-PaLM 2 achieved scores close to expert level. 

	
Anthropic's Claude 3 Opus showed reasoning abilities on par with those of graduate students in the human race.



Nowadays, machines "graduate" every day from exams that used to determine human expertise. 

The authority of the degree is declining, not because education has failed, but rather because AI has surpassed humans in learning. 

	Case Study 2: The Algorithm against the Accountant 


Introducing Charles, a 35-year-old London-based accountant who holds a master's degree in finance. He managed payrolls, tax audits, and compliance reports for medium-sized businesses for more than ten years. His business implemented AI-powered accounting software in 2023. 

80% of his regular chores, including financial statement generation, ledger reconciliation, and even cash flow pattern prediction, were automated by the AI system in a matter of months. 

Instead of doing the work, Charles found himself managing the AI. His department's workforce shrank from 12 to 4 by 2025.

AI learned what Charles had studied for years in a matter of weeks. 

Charles's degree, which made him valuable, abruptly lost its significance. 

	The Economics of Obsolescence 


A degree is a financial commitment. However, its worth is dependent on return, just like any other investment, and AI has ruined the predictability of that return. More than 45% of college graduates in wealthy nations hold jobs that do not require a degree, per a 2024 McKinsey & Co. survey. In the meantime, non-degree professionals with training in digital design, data science, or artificial intelligence are making more money than conventional law, business, or psychology grads. The economy today rewards knowledge application, agility, and creative synthesis rather than knowledge possession—qualities that AI frequently surpasses in prescribed jobs.
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