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Abstract

The debate on how artificial intelligence will disrupt education has become widespread,
yet a puzzling paradox of “credential inflation with competence deficits” has emerged: the
societal pursuit of elite degrees is intensifying while graduates’ critical thinking and problem-
solving skills show little improvement. This prompts a deeper question: Is the crisis of
education driven by external technological substitution, or by the endogenous erosion of its
institutional structure? This thesis focuses on the latter, examining how education systems, in
the very process of maintaining their monopoly position, progressively dissolve their own core

cognitive mission.

The central argument is that as education systems become the sole legitimate channel for
providing social certainty and mobility, they increasingly absorb external functions such as
employment screening and intergenerational equity assurance. Each such incorporation
further squeezes limited instructional resources, diluting the core mission of knowledge
transmission and thinking cultivation. Simultaneously, education systems develop a capacity to

“digest” external innovations—such as competency-based credentials and online micro-
degrees—through institutional mechanisms like credit transfer and accreditation equivalence.
This superficially inclusive response neutralizes the transformative potential of alternatives.
Together, this dual process hollows out the cognitive core over time, ultimately causing the
societal demand for learning certification and certainty to migrate irreversibly toward
decentralized nodes such as corporate credentials and community learning networks, leading

to an endogenous collapse of the old monopoly.

To examine these propositions, a comparative case study method is employed. An
analytical framework with operationalized indicators such as functional expansion intensity
and cognitive outcome decline is constructed. Finland (low functional expansion) and South
Korea (high functional expansion) are selected as core comparative cases, supplemented by a
process-tracing mini-case of an innovative school being “digested” by a U.S. school district,

thereby forming a “dose-response” comparative logic.

The findings reveal that South Korea’ s extreme monopoly over credential-based certainty
coexists with severe exam pressure and declining higher-order cognitive outcomes, whereas
Finland maintains relatively robust cognitive missions even as its institutional boundaries
loosen under globalization and digitalization. This contrast provides initial support for the core

hypothesis: the very institutional strength that upholds the monopoly drives the disintegration



of the cognitive mission. Departing from technology substitution, school critique, and
credentialism theories, this analysis repositions the system’ s own survival strategy as the root
of endogenous decay, offering a new framework for understanding the deeper dilemmas of
education in the age of Al and opening avenues for further cross-national inquiry and policy

reflection.

Keywords: educational institutional change; endogenous erosion; functional overload;

certainty monopoly; comparative education
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