Al & SOCIETY
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00146-026-03090-x

OPEN FORUM q

Check for
updates

Romanticising the algorithm: power dynamics and ideological
implications in human-Al collaboration for higher education

Giulia Banfi' - Marco Luca Pedroni’

Received: 17 December 2025 / Accepted: 30 April 2026
© The Author(s) 2026

Abstract

This article examines how undergraduate students appropriate generative Al within higher education, focussing on how
their practices both reproduce and contest prevailing algorithmic and neoliberal logics. Drawing on 40 reflexive diaries
produced by 186 students enrolled in a journalism course, the study employs thematic coding to analyse how Al tools were
integrated into collective production processes such as brainstorming, drafting, and editing, and how students reflected on
the benefits, limitations, and ethical implications of these uses. The analysis identifies four distinct profiles of Al use: selec-
tive optimisers (targeted, efficiency-oriented use), critical experimenters (reflective and exploratory use with supervision
margins), exploratory users (creative and uncertain engagement), and tech functional (minimal and technical use). These
profiles reveal how students negotiated AI’s potential to enhance efficiency and creativity while simultaneously raising con-
cerns about accuracy, reliability, and academic integrity. The findings suggest that students do not adopt Al uncritically but
situate its use within broader negotiations over competence, authorship, and legitimacy. Al is perceived as a supportive but
non-substitutive partner, requiring continuous human oversight and reflexive engagement. The results underscore the tension
between instrumental benefits, such as time-saving, and deeper pedagogical questions concerning responsibility, agency,
and the redistribution of academic labour. By highlighting the ambivalences and situated practices of Al appropriation, the
article contributes to critical debates on the role of generative Al in higher education, pointing to the need for pedagogical
frameworks that balance efficiency with reflexivity and safeguard human decision-making in contexts increasingly shaped
by algorithmic technologies.
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1 Introduction

“Congress failed to meet the moment on social media. Now
we have the obligation to do it on Al before the threats and
the risks become real.” With these words, delivered during
a public hearing at the United States Senate in May 2023,
Senator Richard Blumenthal issued a clear warning: artifi-
cial intelligence must not be addressed with the same delay
that characterised the governance of social media. Present
at that same hearing was Sam Altman, CEO of OpenAl,
one of the most visible figures in contemporary debates on
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automation, Al and computational power (TIME 2023). The
senator’s intervention captures two key dynamics. On the
one hand, it reflects the climate of moral panic that often
accompanies technologies perceived as disruptive, par-
ticularly when they impinge on sensitive domains such as
communication, education or employment. On the other, it
highlights a growing recognition that legislators cannot react
belatedly to innovation: they must assume responsibility for
shaping its introduction within regulatory, ethical and social
frameworks, ensuring that such technologies contribute to
positive social outcomes rather than exacerbating inequali-
ties or systemic risks.

Unlike earlier technologies designed primarily to increase
the efficiency of established processes (e.g. factory auto-
mation or the digitisation of bureaucratic procedures), gen-
erative Al disrupts the very structure of these processes by
reconfiguring them through computational and algorithmic
logics. In doing so, it unsettles educational systems, the
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production of knowledge, and the very notion of authorship
for those who have integrated these tools into their every-
day practices (Watson et al. 2025). The public accessibility
of generative Al, through tools such as ChatGPT, Claude,
Gemini, Perplexity and DALL-E, has attracted political and
institutional scrutiny. This urgency is fuelled by the memory
of past regulatory delays in addressing the systemic effects
of social media. The absence of timely intervention in that
earlier domain left enduring consequences: privacy erosion,
deterioration of mental well-being, disinformation, and
weakened democratic resilience. Such inertia stemmed not
only from technological lag but also from a broader failure to
grasp the sociopolitical implications of platform governance.
Today, this collective memory of regulatory failure under-
pins the accelerated pace of debates on artificial intelligence.
This acceleration, however, is driven not only by ethical and
regulatory concerns but also by the mounting influence of
market interests and neoliberal logics of production. Recent
initiatives such as the European Union’s Al Act (2024) and
Canada’s Artificial Intelligence and Data Act (2022), under
parliamentary scrutiny at the time of writing) exemplify this
trend.

In recent years, across major sectors such as education,
healthcare and public services, as well as within cultural
industries—including publishing, journalism, film, tel-
evision, music and advertising—critical reflections have
emerged on the integration of generative Al. Within higher
education in particular, the rapid uptake of AI tools has
prompted an unprecedented proliferation of institutional
policies and guidelines (e.g. Harvard University, Columbia
University, Duke University, Peking University, and Univer-
sity of Bologna). Notably, such responses were introduced
only after these tools had already gained substantial trac-
tion among students and staff. This is less an indication of
institutional inertia than of the extraordinary speed at which
generative Al has been adopted in educational contexts. The
ability of large language models to generate coherent texts,
synthesise sources, simulate personalised feedback and auto-
mate repetitive tasks raises fundamental questions about
learning practices, assessment, and the very nature of edu-
cation. These questions operate both at the epistemological
level, where knowledge production and authorship are being
redefined, and at the pedagogical level, where established
modes of teaching and learning are unsettled.

Generative Al thus enters an already technocratic and
performance-oriented educational environment, reshaping
the role of teachers and learners and the value attributed to
academic knowledge. While promising efficiency, person-
alisation and accessibility, it simultaneously risks fostering
cognitive dependency, pedagogical de-responsibilisation and
epistemic delegation to algorithms. It is therefore not a neu-
tral “enabling” technology but a sociotechnical dispositif, in
Foucault’s (1977) sense of a heterogeneous assemblage of
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discourses, institutions, practices and material arrangements
that produces and regulates subjects and knowledge, one that
embodies worldviews, value hierarchies and power relations.
This regulatory acceleration, often presented as neutral and
technical, should instead be understood as an attempt to reas-
sert political control over automated processes that increas-
ingly evade traditional legal and institutional categories.
Such neutrality is apparent only from a naive or market-
aligned perspective. In this sense, the governance of Al is
not solely a matter of policy, but also of imaginaries that
generate divergent visions of educational futures, between
promises of democratised knowledge and risks of algorith-
mic standardisation of human intelligence.

It is within this context that the present contribution
focuses on the use of generative Al tools by undergraduate
journalism students. This setting is not incidental: journal-
ism is a field in which writing, creativity, interpretation and
professional ethics are central, making it a particularly fer-
tile site for exploring the implications of human—Al interac-
tion. Moreover, the students involved had encountered and
experimented with generative Al exclusively within higher
education, without prior training or meaningful exposure
during secondary schooling. The aim of this research is to
examine how students’ engagement with generative Al sys-
tems is socially and ideologically structured. Moving beyond
instrumental or performance-based assessments of technol-
ogy, the analysis interrogates the normative assumptions,
representations of competence and power asymmetries that
shape emerging practices of human—machine ‘collaboration’.

The guiding research question is therefore: in what ways
do students’ interactions with generative Al tools reflect,
reproduce or challenge the ideological logics and power
relations underpinning contemporary university pedagogy,
specifically those associated with performativity, individual
responsibility, output-oriented assessment and the technolo-
gisation of learning processes—by which we refer to the
progressive incorporation of digital and algorithmic tools
into the material and organisational fabric of teaching and
learning, reshaping its practices, temporalities and relations?
Three subsidiary questions orient the empirical analysis:
(RQ1) How do students appropriate generative Al tools
within collaborative editorial production, and what patterns
of use emerge across different phases of work? (RQ2) How
do students articulate the benefits and limitations of Al use,
and what do these articulations reveal about the ideologi-
cal tensions embedded in their learning practices? (RQ3) In
what ways do students’ collective reflections on human—AlI
relations signal forms of critical reflexivity capable of con-
testing dominant logics of automation and technologisation?

To address this question, this study draws on reflexive
diaries written by 186 undergraduate students, organised into
40 project teams. Over a 12-week module focussed on digital
media production, students were tasked with experimenting
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with generative Al tools while developing editorial outputs
such as online magazines, podcasts and social media strate-
gies. The diaries, produced in parallel with these projects,
captured situated experiences, perceptions and negotiation
practices in engaging with Al within a pedagogical frame-
work explicitly designed to support critical reflection. The
texts were analysed using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke
2006) with NVivo 14, to identify recurring patterns, disso-
nances and ideologically significant structures.

Ultimately, this article argues that students’ engagement
with generative Al is neither simply adaptive nor passively
reproductive of dominant logics: it is a site of contested
negotiation in which ideological arrangements are simulta-
neously enacted and questioned. By grounding this argument
in empirical data and a critical sociological framework, the
study contributes to debates on the future of higher educa-
tion in an era of pervasive automation, and to the broader
project of developing pedagogical practices capable of cul-
tivating reflexivity, authorship and critical agency.

2 Literature review

2.1 Exploring human-Al collaboration in higher
education

The advent of generative artificial intelligence in higher edu-
cation has prompted numerous studies (Crompton & Burke
2023; Dell’Acqua et al. 2025; van Niekerk et al. 2025). Much
of this research has concentrated on the pedagogical effec-
tiveness of Al tools and their potential to enhance teaching
and learning, while simultaneously raising ethical and socio-
logical questions concerning knowledge production and dis-
semination. Yet, the predominantly technical and applica-
tion-oriented orientation of these studies tends to obscure
deeper epistemological, pedagogical and ideological con-
sequences of Al in the relationship between education and
social life (Watson & Romic 2025). Such perspectives often
grant institutions a sense of control and neutrality, enabling
them to avoid more disruptive questions about knowledge,
authority and the very purpose of education.

Far from being instrumental aids (Balmer 2023), large
language models such as ChatGPT are increasingly recog-
nised as powerful mediators that reshape epistemic practices
and redistribute authorship, attention and authority within
educational contexts—what sociotechnical approaches
would describe as a form of non-human agency in the co-
production of knowledge (Latour 2005). Their use raises
questions about the nature of human—machine interaction,
particularly how student agency is reconfigured within
hybrid forms of algorithmic co-agency. When engaged criti-
cally and experimentally, Al participates in what Hutchins
(1995) would describe as a system of distributed cognition:

rather than extending individual cognitive capacities, it
becomes one node within a broader configuration in which
cognitive labour is shared across human agents, tools and
collaborative workflows. Mollick (2024) has popularised the
term co-intelligence to describe such configurations, fram-
ing Al as a collaborative partner in creative and intellectual
work. We retain the term for its descriptive utility while
departing from its techno-optimistic framing: rather than
treating co-intelligence as a stable affordance of the technol-
ogy, we approach it as a contested and ideologically situated
practice, shaped by the institutional conditions, power asym-
metries and normative assumptions within which human—AI
interaction unfolds. From this perspective, generative Al is
not simply a device for alleviating time-consuming academic
tasks, but a sociotechnical force that reconfigures the very
terms of knowledge production.

Within this field of inquiry, only a limited number
of authors interrogate the metaphor of “intelligence”
and related notions such as “hallucinations”, which risk
obscuring the fundamentally probabilistic character of
these systems, grounded in statistical pattern recognition
rather than human-like cognition. Instead, scholarship fre-
quently emphasises the operational conditions that make
human—AI encounters efficient: the ability to formulate
effective prompts, the personalisation of learning, and the
stimulation of creativity (Nguyen et al. 2023; Baidoo-Anu &
Owusu Ansah 2023; Mollick 2024; Xia et al. 2024). In this
view, Al is often represented as an assistive figure—tutor,
partner or creator—able to facilitate routine tasks and sup-
port brainstorming, analysis and content production. Such
accounts are commonly framed in techno-optimistic terms,
oscillating between enthusiasm for AI’s emancipatory poten-
tial and concern about the risks of unreflective or improper
use. The optimism rests on the assumption that, if appropri-
ately managed, Al can enhance human capacities without
fundamentally destabilising educational values.

This opportunity/risk dichotomy reduces analysis to a
binary logic privileging technological efficiency and usabil-
ity (Bissessar 2023; Dixon & Cox 2025), while neglecting
the ideological and value systems sedimented in human—AlI
relations (Watson & Romic 2025). Even when Al is rec-
ognised as an active contributor to knowledge, particu-
larly when conceived as a co-agent or tutor (Mollick 2024;
Dell’Acqua et al. 2025), such recognition often remains
confined to the operational level. What remains underex-
plored are the structural, epistemic, and cultural conditions
that legitimise and shape such practices: the institutional
norms, ideological arrangements and knowledge hierar-
chies that configure how interaction is imagined, enacted
and evaluated.

Concerns identified in the literature have largely centred
on technical fallibility, such as the production of inaccurate
or biased information (Romeo & Conti 2025), and the risk
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of excessive cognitive delegation (Formosa et al. 2025).
Less examined, however, is the process through which such
delegation becomes naturalised: repeated and unreflective
use can silently restructure learning practices and reshape
student subjectivities, while reinforcing norms of productiv-
ity, assessment and control embedded in neoliberal mod-
els of governance. The risk is not only that “Al gets things
wrong”, but that algorithmic knowledge becomes internal-
ised in ways that redefine reflexivity, authorship and intel-
lectual autonomy. Educational practices may thus become
increasingly aligned with a neoliberal rationality privileging
efficiency over depth, performance over understanding, and
automation over deliberation, positioning students less as
critical agents than as self-optimising subjects within data-
driven systems.

Generative Al also reshapes discursive practices. Auto-
mated writing and argumentation can standardise language,
flatten expressive diversity and reduce the formative value
of dialectical engagement (Mahaut & Franzon 2025). Rapid
access to formally correct textual syntheses may encourage
cognitive deskilling (Machidon 2025), whereby the act of
thinking is partially externalised to the algorithm, dimin-
ishing intentionality, authorship and epistemic subjectivity
(Formosa et al. 2025; Machidon 2025). This is compounded
by the opacity of generative outputs, whose probabilistic
logic makes responses difficult to reproduce. The resulting
reliance has significant implications for trust and the cultiva-
tion of critical autonomy (Floridi 2023; Dixon & Cox 2025).

Within this perspective, generative Al cannot be under-
stood only as a performance-enhancing technology. Rather,
it assumes a dual role (Pronzato 2024): as a sociocultural
artefact (Seaver 2017) and as a social agent (Airoldi 2021)
that restructures educational experience. Human—AlI engage-
ment constitutes a relational space in which boundaries
between authority, authorship and cognitive agency are
renegotiated, unsettling established norms of intellectual
ownership and epistemic responsibility (Formosa et al.
2025; Airoldi 2021). Students do not simply “use” Al as a
neutral tool; they operate within sociotechnical settings that
shape both the content of learning and the formats of output
production. In this sense, cognitive autonomy risks being
progressively reconfigured, shifting from the centrality of
the individual towards a position mediated by algorithmic
logic. Yet, a space for critical reflexivity remains: the capac-
ity of students to exercise intentional and reflective control
over their learning practices, not only accepting machine
output passively but also positioning themselves in dialecti-
cal relation to it.

Knowledge, therefore, should not be valued solely in
terms of informational efficiency, but also in the possibil-
ity for learners to exercise agency and interrogate meaning,
assumptions and consequences. Artificial intelligence is thus
not simply a cognitive facilitator, but a sociotechnical force
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that actively shapes the symbolic organisation of learning,
placing the autonomous production of knowledge in tension
with processes of cognitive delegation.

2.2 Sociotechnical perspectives on Al in education

In recent years, governments worldwide have launched stra-
tegic initiatives to embed artificial intelligence within edu-
cational systems, not only as a tool to support teaching but
also as a lever for systemic innovation. Such interventions
signal a paradigm shift in which generative Al is framed as
capable of restructuring practices of teaching, learning and
national development. A prominent example is Estonia’s Al
Leap 2025 programme, designed to integrate Al solutions
into schools in order to personalise learning, optimise pro-
cesses and develop advanced digital skills among students
and teachers. Italy has followed a similar path, with regional
governments allocating funds to support Al-related projects
in schools and universities.

In this context, reflexivity emerges not only as an individ-
ual competence but also as a situated and contested capac-
ity—ecrucial for negotiating decision-making autonomy
within environments increasingly shaped by automation
and algorithmic logics. When educational policies move
beyond a narrow focus on efficiency and technical optimi-
sation, they can function as cultural instruments that open
symbolic spaces of negotiation around the meaning and use
of algorithms in education.

The introduction of generative tools such as ChatGPT,
however, does not result in a straightforward reduction of
educational labour. Instead, it redistributes academic stress
asymmetrically (Kikerpill & Siibak 2023). While students
may experience relief through accelerated text produc-
tion, teachers and academic staff face additional burdens:
monitoring plagiarism, exercising heightened vigilance, and
rethinking their roles in academic practices. This asymme-
try underscores the need to avoid “showcase policies” and
instead accompany technological adoption with sustained
public investment and systematic evaluation, both ex ante
and ex post. Such evaluations must be grounded not only in
criteria of efficiency but also in equity and sustainability, to
ensure that Al in education strengthens rather than under-
mines autonomy and quality in teaching and learning.

This requires grounding in robust theoretical and empiri-
cal research on human—AI engagement (Crompton & Burke
2023; Mollick 2024; van Niekerk et al. 2025). Only on
this basis can educational initiatives combine innovation
with critical awareness, promoting informed and reflective
interaction with technologies. From this perspective, the
introduction of Al should not be confined to the transfer of
technical competences. It must be framed as an educational
process aimed at interrogating the conditions of knowledge
production and the power relations that sustain them.
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Universities are already reshaping curricula in response to
these transformations. Both in Italy and internationally, insti-
tutions are experimenting with interdisciplinary programmes
that approach Al through philosophical, legal, pedagogical
and sociological lenses, thereby moving beyond a narrow
technical-engineering paradigm. These initiatives respond
to the need to train students and future professionals capable
not only of interacting with intelligent systems but also of
assuming critical and responsible roles in processes of digi-
tal knowledge production. This task is especially urgent in
an era marked by the proliferation of disinformation, widen-
ing digital inequalities and the opacity of algorithmic infra-
structures—challenges that demand new forms of digital and
cognitive literacy.

As shown in the growing body of literature (Balmer
2023; Bissessar 2023; Crompton & Burke 2023; Sawalha
et al. 2024), generative Al is progressively reshaping the
boundaries of knowledge, authorship and educational prac-
tice. The questions raised extend far beyond instrumen-
tal effectiveness to include epistemological, ethical and
social dimensions of learning. This calls for sociological
approaches capable not only of recognising the transforma-
tive impact of Al in education but also of interrogating the
broader symbolic, ideological and institutional arrangements
within which such transformations unfold.

Within this analytical horizon, the present study seeks
to advance a shift in perspective. Rather than approaching
human—AlI relations solely in terms of cognitive enhance-
ment or technological affordance, it develops an interpretive
paradigm grounded in critical sociology, specifically in the
interconnected traditions of critical pedagogy (Freire 1970;
Giroux 2011), the sociology of algorithms (Airoldi 2021;
Seaver 2017), and Foucauldian analyses of subjectivity and
power. Whilst sociotechnical approaches such as actor-net-
work theory offer useful descriptive vocabulary for tracing
human-machine relations, our primary analytical interest
lies not in mapping assemblages but in interrogating the
ideological conditions, power asymmetries and normative
arrangements within which such relations are enacted and
contested. The analysis therefore draws on ANT-inflected
concepts selectively and instrumentally, subordinating them
to a critical sociological framework.

3 Methods

This study translates its critical sociological perspective into
an empirical design aimed at understanding how students
engage with generative Al not simply as users of technologi-
cal tools, but as meaning-makers embedded in sociotechni-
cal and ideological structures. The methodological frame-
work is rooted in a cultural-interpretive approach, treating

students’ written reflections as both situated accounts and
discursive artefacts.

Data were collected within the undergraduate course
Digital Media and Journalism at the University of Ferrara
(academic year 2024/2025), during a pedagogical interven-
tion entitled Al-assisted editorial project. Conceived as a
meta-pedagogical space, the intervention invited students
to explore Al both as a means of production and as a sub-
ject of critique. Its aim was to examine how generative Al
reshapes journalistic practices, influences epistemic agency,
and reframes authorship and editorial decision-making.

The intervention was organised in two phases. The first
phase comprised five preparatory workshops (10 contact
hours) introducing students to journalistic applications of
Al from fact-checking and automated writing to podcast
production and ethical analysis. These sessions combined
technical exercises with reflexive discussions supported
by structured prompts. Tools explored included ChatGPT,
Gemini, Notebook LM, Perplexity and various Al-based
data-extraction platforms. Students were encouraged to
reflect on tensions between efficiency and accuracy, crea-
tivity and standardisation, authorship and automation.

The second phase involved the development of collabo-
rative editorial projects by 40 student teams (186 students
in total). Each team was tasked with producing a digital
magazine or equivalent output (e.g. podcast series, thematic
blog) on a socially relevant topic such as the climate crisis,
digital rights or disinformation. Teams were organised to
simulate newsroom dynamics, with defined editorial roles
and internal workflows. Al tools were integrated throughout
the production process, including brainstorming, drafting,
rewriting, visual design and layout generation. Crucially,
these uses were not only functional but also framed analyti-
cally within the course as moments of negotiation around
competence, authorship and legitimacy.

To capture the sociocultural dimensions of these prac-
tices, each team designated one member to keep a reflexive
Al diary across the 12-week project. The diaries followed
a shared template prompting students to record how, when
and why Al tools were used; the perceived strengths and
limitations of different applications; team discussions on
their ethical and epistemic appropriateness; and emotional
responses (e.g. relief, discomfort, pride, dependence). Dia-
ries were collected as individual documents and analysed
in full.

In parallel, both researchers maintained a reflexive diary
throughout the 10-week course, compiled systematically
after each session. Entries varied in depth according to the
intensity of each project phase and were organised around
three distinct registers: observational notes recording class-
room interactions, group dynamics and informal conversa-
tions; affective notes capturing the researchers’ own emo-
tional responses and relational tensions; and interpretive
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notes developing analytical reflections on emerging patterns.
This approach draws on established practice in qualitative
inquiry, whereby the researcher diary functions not simply
as arecord of events but as an instrument of reflexive knowl-
edge production (Schatzman & Strauss 1973; Ortlipp 2008),
adding a complementary layer of situated, process-oriented
data to the students’ written accounts.

The full corpus, comprising 40 team diaries and the eth-
nographic journal, was analysed through thematic analy-
sis, following the reflexive approach outlined by Braun
and Clarke (2006). Rather than applying pre-established
codes, we adopted an inductive, recursive strategy, identi-
fying semantic and latent patterns through iterative read-
ings. Analysis proceeded in six phases: data familiarisation;
initial code generation; theme identification; theme review;
theme naming and definition; and writing. Coding was con-
ducted independently and in parallel by both authors (one
the course instructor, the other a teaching assistant who had
been involved throughout the project) and was managed and
refined collaboratively using NVivo 14. Divergences were
addressed through structured discussion sessions held at
each analytical phase, with disagreements resolved through
iterative collective review. No formal inter-coder reliability
statistic (e.g. Cohen’s kappa) was calculated. This decision
reflects the epistemological commitments of reflexive the-
matic analysis: as Braun and Clarke (2019) have argued,
such metrics presuppose a positivist logic of coding as
objective categorisation, which is at odds with an approach
that treats the researcher’s interpretive engagement as a con-
stitutive feature of analysis rather than a source of bias to be
controlled. Rigour was instead pursued through transpar-
ency of procedure, iterative reflexivity, and the sustained
dialogue between two researchers with complementary situ-
ated knowledge of the data.

The focus was not limited to what students reported about
Al but extended to how they articulated these experiences,
tracing discursive framings, affective investments and rhe-
torical strategies. Particular attention was paid to tensions,
ambivalences and contradictions: for example, students
describing Al simultaneously as “a shortcut” and “a part-
ner” or expressing pride in their autonomy while deferring
key decisions to algorithmic suggestions.

By combining students’ accounts with instructor-based
observations, the research design foregrounds the relational,
affective and ideological dimensions of Al use in educa-
tional settings. A note on positionality is warranted here.
One of the two authors served as the course instructor, the
other as teaching assistant throughout the project; both were
therefore simultaneously pedagogical actors and research-
ers. We acknowledge this dual positioning as a potential
source of interpretive proximity, which we sought to man-
age through the parallel coding procedure and structured
inter-researcher dialogue described above. Students were
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informed of the research purposes of the diaries at the pro-
ject briefing and provided formal consent at the point of
submission of their work. This approach enables a situated
analysis of how algorithmic systems are domesticated, con-
tested or routinised within the pedagogical logics of higher
education. It also aligns with the overarching aim of the
study: to interrogate how students’ interactions with genera-
tive Al reflect, reproduce or challenge the power relations
and normative assumptions embedded in contemporary uni-
versity pedagogy.

This research was carried out within the framework of
the project The Challenges of Generative Artificial Intel-
ligence: An Interdisciplinary Approach at the Intersection
of Ethics, Culture and Technological Innovation, funded by
the University of [omissis]. The project sought to transform
the classroom into a space of collective inquiry, where teach-
ing and research intersect to make visible the symbolic and
political work performed by Al in reconfiguring knowledge,
authorship and critical agency.

4 Findings

The diaries included (a) a description of the activities
undertaken; (b) the Al tools employed and the objectives
pursued; (c) critical evaluations of the outputs generated,
including perceived advantages and limitations; and (d)
accounts of revisions and adaptations introduced to achieve
results deemed acceptable by the group. In their conclud-
ing sections, students also provided collective reflections
that emerged during the project, alongside free-form
observations.

The relative uniformity of the template enabled sys-
tematic comparative analysis, allowing both differences
of approach and recurring patterns in Al use to be identi-
fied. Thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke 2006) ensured a
consistent organisation and coding of the data. To facilitate
comparison across cases, the diaries were further arranged
through a process of case classification. Each group was
assigned a set of analytical attributes and values (Table 1),
designed to capture both the empirical diversity of observed
practices and the conceptual dimensions discussed in the
literature. This schema allowed us to move beyond purely
narrative descriptions of students’ experiences and to situ-
ate them within categories reflecting variation in modes
of appropriation, intensity of use, evaluative orientations,
phases of application, and forms of agency attributed to Al

While most attributes were derived inductively from the
data, the classification of Al agency type drew on the tax-
onomy proposed by Ziglioli et al. (2025). This framework
conceptualises agency along two axes: task complexity and
degree of relational engagement. It enables us to trace how
students positioned Al within their workflows, as a provider
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Table 1 Attributes and values of the thematic analysis

Attribute Values (short description)

Output type Magazine; magazine 4+ podcast—type of final product realised by the groups

Al usage profile Selective optimisers (targeted use for efficiency and quality); critical experimenters (experimental use combined
with critical reflection); exploratory users (creative and intensive exploration); tech functional (minimal and prag-
matic use)

Al intensity Low; medium; high—Ilevel of intensity in the use of Al tools

Stance toward Al
Predominant Al phase
Al agency type

Enthusiastic (unreserved approval); critical (emphasis on limitations); negotiating (pragmatic and situated reflection)
Research; writing; review; visual; audio—main phase of work in which Al was employed
Teaching agent (low task, low relation—AlI provides basic or factual information without collaboration); subordinate

assistant (high task, low relation—AI executes specific commands under human direction, with little generative
autonomy); cognitive partner (low task, high relation—AI contributes suggestions and co-creates knowledge

in a collaborative way); substitutive partner (high task, high relation—AI acts as a human-like agent, taking on
advanced roles such as reviewer, editor, or scholar)

of factual information, a subordinate assistant, a cognitive
partner, or a substitutive agent, and to examine how such
positions reflected broader pedagogical logics of performa-
tivity, responsibility, assessment and technologisation.

The case classification produced a set of attributes captur-
ing how groups engaged with AI (Table 1). These attributes
included the type of editorial output produced, the intensity
of Al use, the stance adopted towards Al, the predominant
phase of work in which Al was employed, and the form of
agency attributed to Al. Taken together, they situate stu-
dents’ practices within broader ideological and pedagogical
structures.

From this classification, four main usage profiles were
identified.

Selective optimisers (n=21). These groups employed Al
in a targeted manner, typically at medium intensity. They
used it to accelerate specific steps and refine the formal
quality of outputs, but without ceding central control. Their
approach reflects the pedagogical logic of performativity,
in which efficiency and measurable outcomes are priori-
tised, but also the logic of individual responsibility, since
students emphasised their own role in validating and cor-
recting machine-generated text.

Critical experimenters (n=11). These groups engaged
more intensively with Al, often at a high level of use, but
combined experimentation with reflexive supervision. They
tested the limits of Al without delegating the entire produc-
tion process. This profile illustrates how students negotiated
the tension between output-oriented assessment aimed at
producing publishable results and a critical stance towards
the technologisation of learning.

Exploratory users (n="17). These groups approached Al
as a creative and expressive resource, using it to generate
ideas and explore stylistic alternatives, even at the cost of
uncertainty. Their practices aligned less with performative
efficiency and more with resistance to standardisation, yet
still entangled with the logic of technologisation, given

their reliance on algorithmic suggestions for inspiration and
experimentation.

Tech functional (n=1). This residual profile reduced Al
use to minimal, technical functions, such as drafting head-
lines or correcting text. The group treated Al as a peripheral
support rather than a cognitive partner. This posture reflects
a logic of individual responsibility and scepticism towards
automation but also indicates limited engagement with the
broader pedagogical consequences of Al.

Across these profiles, the prevailing stance towards Al
was negotiating (29 groups), suggesting that students neither
embraced Al uncritically nor rejected it outright. Instead,
they engaged in pragmatic reflection, continuously adjusting
their practices. In terms of agency attribution, most groups
positioned Al as a subordinate assistant (n=22) or cognitive
partner (n=11), reflecting a hybrid space in which students
retained ultimate authority but recognised Al as more than
a neutral tool. Only a minority attributed to Al the roles of
teaching agent (n="2) or substitutive partner (n=>5).

This distribution underscores the ambivalent domestica-
tion of Al: while students integrated it into their workflow,
they simultaneously reasserted their own epistemic author-
ity, often through practices of checking, revising and contex-
tualising. In doing so, they reflected and, in some cases, con-
tested the four logics underpinning contemporary pedagogy:
embracing efficiency but questioning reliability; assuming
responsibility while resisting over-delegation; working
towards outputs while safeguarding creativity; and engag-
ing with technologisation without surrendering autonomy.

In addition to the case classification, which positioned
the diaries within predefined profiles and attributes, we con-
ducted thematic analysis to capture more deeply the discur-
sive and experiential dimensions of students’ engagement
with Al The codes developed were not purely descriptive
but designed to highlight the symbolic meanings students
attributed to Al and the tensions within processes of tech-
nological appropriation. These codes clustered around four
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key nodes: (a) Al vision—representations of artificial intel-
ligence, its imaginaries, and its placement within wider
social and cultural contexts; (b) Al-human interaction—
reflections on the relationship between human and techno-
logical agency, ranging from Al as ally, subordinate tool,
or potential substitute; (c) challenges and limitations—nar-
ratives concerning difficulties encountered, distinguishing
between issues of accuracy and trustworthiness and more
technical problems; (d) perceived benefits—accounts of pos-
itive aspects of Al use, with particular emphasis on creative
support and gains in efficiency.

Introducing these codes allowed us to move beyond
a typological reading of cases. While the classification
mapped recurring usage profiles, the thematic analysis illu-
minated the interpretive layers of students’ practices, show-
ing how they negotiated benefits and risks, and how creative
possibilities were weighed against structural constraints. In
this way, classification and thematic analysis complemented
one another: the former identified patterns of appropriation,
while the latter revealed the meanings and ambivalences
embedded in students’ discourses.

From this dual analytical strategy, three recurrent
domains emerged that structure students’ practices and dis-
courses around Al: (1) concrete modes of appropriation and
use of Al tools; (2) representations of perceived benefits
and limitations; and (3) reflective and collective dynamics
within group work. These domains should not be under-
stood as separate, but as interwoven dimensions of the same
process. Choices around appropriation and experimentation
influenced the evaluation of advantages and drawbacks,
which in turn shaped collective negotiations and reflec-
tions on the role of Al in academic and media production.
Taken together, these domains shed light on how students
enacted, resisted or reconfigured the pedagogical logics at
stake: striving for efficiency while questioning reliability
(performativity), assuming responsibility for verification
and correction (individual responsibility), working towards
outputs under assessment pressures (output-oriented assess-
ment), and grappling with the pervasive presence of automa-
tion in their creative and cognitive labour (technologisation).

4.1 Modalities of Al use

The analysis reveals a process of appropriation that was
both widespread and selective. In terms of outputs, almost
all groups chose to produce a digital magazine, with only
a small minority supplementing this with a podcast. This
preference suggests that innovation was channelled into a
format perceived as reliable and relatively straightforward,
rather than into more technically demanding territories.
Within this production process, distinct trajectories of
Al use emerged. The largest number of groups followed
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a pragmatic pattern, integrating Al in targeted ways and
at medium intensity, using it to accelerate specific stages
and refine formal quality while avoiding full reliance on
machine output. Alongside these, a smaller set engaged
with Al more intensively and reflexively, experimenting
with its possibilities yet retaining significant margins of
human supervision. A further, even smaller, group treated
Al as a creative lever, embracing it as a source of expres-
sive possibilities and stylistic variation, even at the cost of
uncertainty in the final outcome. Finally, one residual case
exemplified minimal and purely functional use, confining
Al to basic technical tasks.

These usage patterns were accompanied by a predomi-
nantly negotiating stance. The majority of groups neither
embraced Al with unreserved enthusiasm nor rejected it
outright but instead treated it as a resource to be adjusted
and recalibrated according to context. Across the diaries,
students were unwilling to cede complete agency to Al
Rather, they incorporated it as an artefact that demanded
constant decision-making, correction and coordination.
This was confirmed by the distribution of Al use across
different phases of work: the technology was employed
most frequently in writing and research, which were cen-
tral to production; its presence was more experimental in
the visual and audio dimensions; and it was least used in
revision, where quality control was consistently regarded
as a human responsibility. In these accounts, the act of
reviewing and validating information emerges as a key site
where students resisted the full technologisation of their
work and reasserted their own epistemic authority.

The types of agency attributed to Al followed a similar
pattern. Most groups cast the technology in subordinate
or collaborative roles, describing it either as an assistant
carrying out specific commands under human direction,
or as a cognitive partner, contributing suggestions and co-
creating content without replacing human oversight. Only
a small minority reduced Al to a teaching agent providing
factual input or conversely imagined it as a substitutive
partner capable of assuming advanced editorial functions.
Overall, appropriation was marked by compromise: Al
was embedded as infrastructural support or as a partner in
moments of design and creativity, yet it remained subordi-
nate in phases of validation and reliability. What emerges
is a form of carefully supervised innovation, where tech-
nology was genuinely integrated into students’ work but
only through selective and negotiated practices. This
constant calibration reveals how students simultaneously
pursued efficiency, protected authorship and maintained
responsibility for final outputs, enacting a guarded engage-
ment that both reflected and contested the pedagogical log-
ics of performativity, assessment and technologisation.
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4.2 Perceived benefits and limitations

The second domain concerns the ways in which students
articulated the benefits and drawbacks of Al use. Across
the diaries, two advantages stood out: efficiency and crea-
tive stimulation. Al was consistently described as a tool that
accelerated production, reduced cognitive load, and provided
immediate drafts, summaries or titles that enabled groups
to progress more quickly from planning to execution. It was
equally valued as a creative support, capable of generating
ideas and stylistic alternatives that helped overcome initial
blocks and expand expressive possibilities. One group wrote.

The advantages of Al that we experienced in produc-
ing the magazine were several: speed and productivity, it
provided us with drafts, catchy titles and explanatory sum-
maries. Another benefit was its support in researching
information and contextualising topics. Most importantly,
it saved us a great deal of time in writing articles, which
would have taken much longer manually (Group 13, Selec-
tive Optimisers).

Another diary echoed this sentiment:

Al turned out to be an extremely valuable support. It
helped us overcome the initial block of the first work phases,
speeding up the creative process and providing us with a
starting point on which we could build through research,
interviews, insights, edits and personal contributions (Group
25, Critical Experimenters).

Such reflections reveal how students partially internal-
ised the logic of performativity, valuing efficiency and out-
put maximisation, while also recognising Al as a source of
inspiration that complemented rather than replaced their own
creativity. At the same time, these accounts illustrate a deter-
mination to preserve authorship and originality, resisting the
complete technologisation of learning.

Alongside perceived advantages, the diaries contained
sustained reflections on limitations. The most frequent
concerns related to accuracy and trustworthiness: groups
often reported that texts were repetitive, superficial, or fac-
tually unreliable, requiring constant revision. As one group
observed,

The text was often banal and repetitive, even when we
reformulated the requests differently. It also gave false infor-
mation. The limitation lies in knowing how to ask the right
questions, giving it all the information you need, otherwise
the answer is always the same, just rephrased (Group 4,
Selective Optimisers).

Others pointed to a lack of depth and originality, stressing
the irreplaceable quality of human authorship. Such con-
cerns directly implicate the critiques of neoliberal models
of higher education that privilege measurable outputs over
intellectual depth, eroding the very qualities—originality,
interpretative nuance, authentic voice—that students here
defend:

We noticed limitations, especially when the topic required
deeper reflection, critical analysis or integration of specific
data. While Al was able to draft informative or technical
texts with precision, it often lacked interpretative depth and
the sensitivity that a human author can provide. Even when
correct, the texts seemed mechanical, lacking true originality
or an authentic voice (Group 29, Critical Experimenters).

What initially appeared as a gain in efficiency often trans-
lated into additional labour, as students were compelled to
revise, verify and contextualise outputs. During writing, Al
was framed primarily as an accelerator, while in research
and revision phases concerns about credibility prevailed,
leading to an insistence on human oversight. In more exper-
imental areas, such as visual or audio production, Al was
described less as a producer of final outputs and more as a
generator of suggestions and inspiration.

Overall, the diaries portray an ambivalent relationship:
Al was both an accelerator of efficiency and creativity, and
a source of uncertainty that demanded vigilance. Students
managed this ambivalence by maintaining a dialogical rela-
tion with the technology, acknowledging its affordances
while insisting on the necessity of human intervention. Their
refusal to relinquish responsibility demonstrates not only a
pragmatic adjustment to technological limitations, but also a
subtle critique of pedagogical logics that privilege efficiency
and automation as unquestioned values.

4.3 Collective reflections on the future of Al
and human-Al collaboration

The reflections recorded in the diaries did not remain con-
fined to the operational dimension of Al use but extended
to collective evaluations of the technology’s future and the
possible forms of engagement between humans and artifi-
cial intelligence. Students demonstrated the ability to situate
their laboratory experiences within broader horizons, con-
necting the production of magazines with everyday uses and
with projections concerning future educational and profes-
sional trajectories. The visions articulated were ambivalent:
on the one hand, Al was imagined as a resource capable of
transforming creative and learning processes; on the other,
students expressed anxieties about technological dependency
and the erosion of critical control. These were not mono-
lithic representations, but discourses traversed by tension
between enthusiasm and caution, between imaginaries of
progress and scenarios of vulnerability.

The collective visions mirrored the distribution of stance
towards Al, where a negotiating position clearly predomi-
nated, followed by more critical attitudes and only rarely by
overtly enthusiastic ones. This indicates that students did not
frame Al as either a salvific tool or an existential threat, but
rather as a technology that must remain under continuous
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evaluation, its value contingent on the context of use and on
the extent of human oversight.

Nearly all groups, with a single exception, reflected on
the degree of human intervention required and the forms
of partnership possible with Al. The coding of human—Al
relations confirms that the debate extended beyond techni-
cal aspects, taking shape as a collective negotiation of the
role of technology in knowledge and production processes.
Reflections were most evident in groups that attributed to
Al the role of Subordinate Assistant or Cognitive Partner,
while more radical configurations—substitutive partner or
teaching agent—were minority and marginal.

One diary warned explicitly against full reliance on the
machine:

Relying on Al for everything, without direct human con-
trol, is very risky, both in terms of form and content. Human
intervention was necessary to correct and modify sentence
structures and to verify that the sources used by Al applica-
tions to create content were accurate. We chose to combine
Al with our human intervention to see which output would
be most credible, coherent and complete (Group 1, Explora-
tory Users).

Another highlighted the ethical ambivalence of delegat-
ing creative tasks:

Some believed that letting Al help us meant giving up
creativity and in a sense cheating. Others argued instead that
Al should not be seen as a substitute, but as a tool to refine
our ideas, broaden perspectives, and stimulate new reflec-
tions. The point of the debate, therefore, was not whether to
use artificial intelligence, but how to use it (Group 7, Selec-
tive Optimisers).

A further group reflected on the broader professional
implications:

Given its usefulness, we often discussed how likely it
is that AI will in the future take the place of humans in
the workplace and beyond. In this way we realised that the
first human faculties to disappear could be creativity and
imagination. The question that arises is: will we be able to
use them appropriately and only in support of our activi-
ties? Moreover, we were able to see how effective it is in
helping us carry out university tasks (Group 24, Selective
Optimisers).

What emerges is an experience of reflexive hybridisation,
in which students did not merely describe what Al produced
but debated how it should be integrated into future pro-
cesses. They recognised the utility of Al as both an accelera-
tor of efficiency and a stimulus for creativity yet insisted on
the necessity of vigilant use, one that preserves human deci-
sion-making at the centre and safeguards the critical dimen-
sion of learning. In so doing, students not only reflected on
their immediate experiences while also engaging with the
ideological logics underpinning pedagogy, simultaneously
reproducing the values of efficiency and productivity while
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challenging the idea that automation can or should displace
reflexive human judgement.

The typology presented in Table 2 should be understood
not as a set of rigid categories but as a heuristic mapping
of dominant orientations that surfaced in the diaries. The
profiles identify prevailing rather than exclusive configu-
rations, since several groups displayed hybrid or shifting
practices, moving across different stances and forms of
agency depending on the task and phase of work. The table
thus highlights recurrent tendencies while acknowledging
the fluid and context-dependent nature of human—AlI col-
laboration. While the selective optimisers represent the most
common pattern—anchored in pragmatic efficiency and
medium-intensity use—critical experimenters reveal a more
reflexive engagement, where exploration was accompanied
by deliberate human oversight. Exploratory users, though
less numerous, illustrate how some students positioned Al
as a creative interlocutor, willing to tolerate uncertainty to
pursue novel expressive avenues; their oscillation between
cognitive partnership and partial substitution underscores
the tensions inherent in imagining Al as more than a tool.
The tech functional profile, although residual, is instructive
in highlighting cautious and minimal engagements, where
Al was relegated to peripheral tasks and framed primarily
through a critical lens.

What is particularly significant is the way these profiles
map onto the broader pedagogical logics under examination.
Selective optimisers embody the drive towards performa-
tivity and output-oriented assessment, but their insistence
on validation shows that individual responsibility remained
intact. Critical experimenters highlight the possibility of
resisting unreflective technologisation by maintaining a
supervisory stance even under conditions of high inten-
sity. Exploratory users complicate the picture by embrac-
ing creativity through AI while simultaneously questioning
its reliability, thereby illustrating the contradictory pull of
innovation and caution. Tech functional cases, finally, make
visible the limits of adoption, foregrounding scepticism and
minimal reliance as a form of resistance to the assumption
that automation should naturally expand into every domain
of academic work.

Taken together, these profiles demonstrate that students
did not simply adopt Al as a neutral instrument. Rather, they
continuously negotiated its role, embedding it in ways that
reflected and contested the performative, individualising and
technologising imperatives of contemporary pedagogy.

5 Discussion

The findings suggest that students’ engagement with gen-
erative Al cannot be reduced to the simplistic dichotomy
of opportunity versus risk, a polarisation co-opted as a
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Table 2 Profiles of Al appropriation and use among student groups

Prevailing stance towards Al Prevailing agency type

Recognised benefits Perceived limitations

Usage characteristics

Profile

Subordinate assistant

Issues of accuracy and reliability of Predominantly negotiating

Operational efficiency, process

Targeted, pragmatic use focussed

Selective optimizers

outputs

acceleration, reduced cognitive

load
Creative stimulation, possibility to

on efficiency and quality; medium

intensity

Cognitive partner

Critical/negotiating

Concerns about trustworthiness of

Critical experimenters Intensive and reflective use, with

results, need for constant valida-

tion

test the limits of the tool

controlled experimentation; main-

tain supervision margins

Cognitive partner/sub-

Negotiating

Uncertainties about accuracy and

Creative and exploratory approach;  Idea generation, stylistic variety,

Exploratory users

stitutive partner

consistency of outputs

expansion of expressive possibili-

ties

accept margins of uncertainty

Subordinate assistant

Critical/negotiating (mini-

Lack of added value, low accuracy

Minimal and technical use, limited =~ Immediate operativity

Tech functional

mal engagement)

to basic tasks

legitimising device by commercial actors seeking to expand
Al markets. Industry players often present themselves simul-
taneously as champions of innovation and custodians of ethi-
cal usage, thus deflecting critique under a veneer of respon-
sibility. At the 2024 World Economic Forum in Davos, for
instance, UN Secretary-General Ant6nio Guterres criticised
tech companies for prioritising profit over potential social
harms, even as those firms publicly highlighted their com-
mitment to “responsible AI” to protect brand reputation
(Elliott 2024). Recent research on corporate reporting prac-
tices reinforces this view: a systematic analysis of more than
30,000 SEC filings shows that references to Al risks have
surged in recent years, yet disclosures often remain vague
and superficial, echoing regulatory concerns about the qual-
ity of companies’ risk reporting (Uberti-Bona Marin et al.
2025). In this sense, the opportunity/risk framing functions
as rhetorical cover, reassuring policymakers and investors
while leaving structural power dynamics and economic
imperatives unexamined. By contrast, the diaries show that
students did not frame Al in binary terms, as either a threat
to academic integrity or a vehicle of creative emancipation,
but approached it through ambivalence, negotiation and
situated reflexivity. This observation confirms Watson and
Romic’s (2025) argument that the most significant conse-
quences of Al are not technological but epistemological and
ideological, reshaping the conditions under which knowl-
edge is produced and valued.

At one level, the students’ practices reflect the broader
logic of performativity that characterises contemporary
higher education. Efficiency, productivity and output maxi-
misation were repeatedly cited as benefits of Al, and the pro-
files of selective optimisers demonstrate the internalisation
of performance-oriented rationalities. Yet, this orientation
was consistently tempered by practices of verification and
correction, which reasserted the human role in guarantee-
ing accuracy and depth. The neoliberal imperative of speed
and measurability was therefore neither fully embraced nor
outright rejected but reconfigured in practice. What appeared
to be a straightforward adoption of Al for efficiency often
became a more complex choreography, in which students
moved rapidly between trust and scepticism, automation and
oversight. This oscillation suggests that rather than passively
absorbing dominant logics, students actively negotiated
them, appropriating Al for pragmatic gains while simulta-
neously exposing its fragility and re-establishing their own
authority as critical agents.

At another level, the diaries illustrate how the technol-
ogisation of learning reconfigures student subjectivities.
Experimenting with Al as either a cognitive partner or
a subordinate assistant was not only a matter of master-
ing new technical affordances; it reshaped how students
conceived of authorship, legitimacy and epistemic agency.
As noted in the diaries, students repeatedly highlighted
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that automation does not eliminate labour but redistributes
responsibility. In this redistribution, the neoliberal logic
of self-responsibility was reframed: students did not imag-
ine themselves as solitary producers of knowledge, but as
overseers and curators of algorithmic output, responsible
for monitoring, correcting and legitimising machine sug-
gestions. Responsibility, in other words, shifted from the
act of creation to the task of surveillance, an ideological
transformation that alters how the “educated subject” is
imagined and enacted.

The ambivalent stance towards Al further illuminates the
contradictions of output-oriented assessment. While many
groups valued Al as a shortcut to producing polished outputs
that matched institutional expectations, they also lamented
the loss of depth, originality and what they described as
an “authentic voice.” These reflections expose discomfort
with the reduction of education to measurable deliverables.
The diaries can thus be read as tacit critiques of assess-
ment regimes that privilege standardisation and efficiency
over process, dialogue and intellectual autonomy, echoing
broader critiques of the neoliberal university as a space
increasingly structured by audit and accountability logics
(Bucher 2018; Williamson 2017). The tension students
expressed around the loss of an “authentic voice” directly
parallels the way critical pedagogy has problematised the
silencing of individuality and creativity under conditions of
standardisation (Freire 1970; Giroux 2011).

Equally revealing are the imaginative projections students
articulated concerning future human—AI relations. Their
visions oscillated between optimism and anxiety, between
seeing Al as a creative accelerator and fearing the erosion
of imagination and critical thought. Such ambivalence finds
a precise theoretical anchor in Seaver’s (2017) analysis of
the cultural work of algorithms: Al here functions not only
as a technical artefact but also as an imaginary shaping how
futures are envisioned. Students’ reflections can be under-
stood as micro-politics of negotiation, in which imaginaries
of automation are appropriated, contested and re-signified
in everyday practice.

Taken together, these findings advance three critical
insights. First, Al in higher education should be understood
less as a neutral instrument than as a dispositif that embod-
ies and materialises ideological logics—efficiency, self-
responsibility, output orientation, technologization—while
also opening spaces for their contestation. Second, student
agency under conditions of Al use is best conceptualised as
distributed and relational: authority is neither fully surren-
dered to the machine nor entirely retained by the human, but
continuously renegotiated through verification, correction
and reflexive evaluation. Third, the integration of Al calls for
a reconceptualisation of critical pedagogy. If responsibility
shifts from production to oversight, the task of education is
not simply to “teach with AI” but to cultivate capacities for
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interrogating the ideological arrangements that normalise
its adoption.

What is ultimately at stake is not whether Al should
be integrated into education—this integration is already
underway—but how to prevent its use from consolidating
neoliberal pedagogical regimes that privilege efficiency
over meaning and outputs over intellectual formation. The
challenge for critical pedagogy is to render visible the ideo-
logical labour performed by Al, to open space for resisting
automatised subjectivities, and to reassert education as a
domain of reflexive, dialogical and emancipatory practice.

In this light, the arrival of generative Al in higher edu-
cation should not be celebrated as a neutral technological
upgrade, nor merely feared as an external disruption. What
the diaries reveal is more unsettling: Al has already insinu-
ated itself into the micro-politics of learning, silently reor-
ganising what it means to be a student, a writer, a critical
subject. The rhetoric of “opportunities and risks” that domi-
nates institutional and corporate discourse operates as a con-
venient distraction, directing attention towards surface-level
trade-offs while leaving untouched the deeper transforma-
tions of subjectivity and power. Students’ accounts demon-
strate that the technology does not simply augment skills or
threaten integrity; it redefines responsibility, authorship and
the very grammar of knowledge.

If universities continue to integrate Al uncritically—
through guidelines, “responsible use” policies and market-
driven incentives—they risk becoming laboratories not of
emancipation but of managed compliance, where reflex-
ivity is narrowed to the task of supervising machines and
creativity is reduced to the correction of algorithmic drafts.
Yet the diaries also offer a counterpoint: in their insistence
on verification, their discomfort with standardisation, and
their debates on the future of imagination, students displayed
forms of reflexivity that resist full automation of thought.
These gestures, fragile but significant, suggest that it is pos-
sible to cultivate critical practices with and against Al. The
responsibility now falls on academia to build the institu-
tional and pedagogical contexts that can amplify these prac-
tices, transforming them from individual negotiations into
collective resources for resisting automatised subjectivities.

6 Conclusion

The findings presented in this article underline a tension
at the heart of generative Al in higher education. On the
one hand, the technology permeates everyday academic
practices, reorganising notions of responsibility, authorship
and knowledge in line with prevailing logics of efficiency
and output. On the other, students’ accounts reveal that this
reconfiguration is neither total nor uncontested. Their reflex-
ive practices—questioning accuracy, debating creativity, and
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reaffirming the need for human verification—signal a latent
capacity to resist the automatisation of thought. These ges-
tures suggest that Al need not inevitably consolidate neo-
liberal pedagogies of optimisation; it can also serve as a
point of departure for critical work that interrogates and re-
purposes the technology.

This article contributes to the literature in two main
ways. First, it moves beyond the dominant risk/opportu-
nity binary by demonstrating that students’ engagements
with Al are characterised by negotiation, ambivalence
and situated reflexivity. Rather than treating Al as either a
technical instrument or a threat to academic integrity, the
analysis foregrounds its role as a sociotechnical dispositif
that materialises ideological logics while simultaneously
opening space for their contestation. Second, it shows how
student subjectivities are being reshaped—where subjectiv-
ity is understood, in a Foucauldian sense, as the ensemble
of dispositions, self-understandings and modes of conduct
produced through and regulated by institutional practices
and discursive regimes (Foucault 1982): responsibility shifts
from creation to oversight, authorship becomes a relational
process of verification and curation, and engagement with AL
generates both new forms of creativity and new vulnerabili-
ties. In this sense, the article adds an empirically grounded
and theoretically informed account of how Al is domesti-
cated in higher education while revealing the micro-politics
through which students resist and rearticulate dominant
pedagogical imperatives.

There are, of course, limitations. The study is based on
a single course in one institutional and disciplinary setting,
and the reflexive diaries, while rich, capture students’ rep-
resentations more than their tacit practices. Moreover, the
study does not include longitudinal follow-up, leaving open
questions about how these reflexive practices evolve once
students enter professional fields or confront Al in other
domains of their academic lives. These limitations, how-
ever, do not undermine the value of the findings; they point
instead to the necessity of comparative and longitudinal
research across disciplines, institutions and cultural contexts.

Beyond its empirical contributions, this article positions
itself politically and culturally within current debates on Al
in higher education. Whereas institutional guidelines and
policy reports tend to frame Al primarily in terms of compli-
ance, risk management or technical effectiveness, our analy-
sis foregrounds the ideological and cultural work through
which Al reconfigures authorship, subjectivity and peda-
gogy. In this respect, the study offers not only an account of
how students negotiate generative Al in practice, but also a
critique of the technocratic imagination underpinning much
policy discourse. It demonstrates that the stakes of Al in
education are not reducible to questions of regulation or
instructional design: they concern the very forms of subjec-
tivity and intellectual autonomy that universities cultivate.

By documenting students’ ambivalence and reflexivity, the
article provides evidence that higher education can become
a site where Al is critically interrogated and re-purposed,
rather than merely absorbed into existing neoliberal logics
of standardisation and optimisation.

Future research should therefore not only broaden the
empirical scope but also continue to interrogate the ideo-
logical operations of Al in education. As universities rush
to integrate “responsible AI” policies, the risk is that critical
reflexivity is reduced to a compliance exercise. Our study
suggests that students are already developing practices that
can resist this reduction. The challenge for higher education
is to amplify these gestures, constructing contexts where
Al becomes not a tool for efficiency alone but a catalyst for
critical engagement with knowledge, power and subjectivity.

What is ultimately at stake is not whether Al will be inte-
grated into education—this process is already underway—
but what kind of education will emerge from its integration.
If left to corporate logics, Al will entrench regimes of opti-
misation, measurability and control. If seized as an object of
critique and reflexive practice, it might instead open spaces
for reimagining education as dialogical, experimental and
emancipatory. The choice is not technological but political:
to treat Al as a neutral upgrade, to romanticise it as a trans-
formative ally, or to confront it as a site where the future of
critical pedagogy is being negotiated.
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