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Generative AI is irrelational, leading to 

shallow learning and educational 

alienation. 

Through its manipulation and 

performance of emotion, generative AI 

presents a mimicry of the social process 

of learning. 



● Teaching & learning are inherently  

relational (and human). 

● Emotion & friction are an integral part of 

learning. 

● Generative AI is irrelational 

(but we are pushed to use it anyway). 

● What should we do instead? 

How we get there



Relational teaching is not simply a strategy 
we enact…rather it is the foundation of the 
entire teaching endeavor. 

-Harriet Schwartz
Connected Teaching



Mutuality 

Relational aspects of teaching & learning

Reconstruction of knowledge

Connection & mattering

(Co)Regulation



Emotion, Friction, and Learning

Learning is socially constructed.

Emotions are embedded within it. 

Connection and relationship helps us address 

necessary friction in learning. 

Embrace full spectrum of emotions in 

learning, including frustration and discomfort.



“Learning is actually supposed to be difficult. We’re not 

supposed to remove all of the friction from learning…Friction 

shouldn’t be so high that learners can’t overcome it…We are 

looking for the sweet spot between challenge and ability…”

-Tressie McMillan Cottom

https://www.instagram.com/reel/DOycwHYET2g/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link&igsh=NTc4MTIwNjQ2YQ==


Space between what the 

learner can do independently 

and what they can accomplish 

with help.

Zone of Proximal 
Development



Teaching & learning are 
relational and inherently 
human.





● Collaborator 

● Study buddy

● Research assistant

● Teaching assistant

● Tutor 

● Teacher 

● Student

Generative AI as



Generative AI is actually

Promoting cognitive 

offloading 
(Kosmyna et al., 2025)

Decontextualizing 

information 
(Blechinger, 2026) 

Giving a false sense of 

control and expertise 
(Flenady & Sparrow, 2025)

Creating detachment 

and disconnection 
(Baer, 2025; Elden, 2026; 

Flenady & Sparrow, 2025)



Mutuality 

Reconstruction

Connection & mattering

(Co)Regulation

Mimicry & Probability

Transaction

Ease & Comfort

Sycophancy & Reassurance

GenAI is Irrelational



GenAI is Irrelational
Reconstruction

(Co)Regulation

Ease & Comfort

Sycophancy & Reassurance



Mutuality Mimicry & Probability

GenAI is Irrelational



GenAI is Irrelational

Connection & mattering

Transaction



“…GenAI is designed to produce a particular 

reaction in its users--to convince its users of the 

usefulness of the response--rather than to say 

something true of the world. They are, then, 

fundamentally bullshitters.”

-Flenady & Sparrow, 2025, p. 166



Neoliberalism in society 

● Neoliberal shift in the 1970s

● Corporation as the model for social all organization

● Technology is used to cut out the human labor force

○ Efficiency + Production 



Neoliberalism and higher education

● Higher education is organized around the 
corporate model

○ Knowledge is the product

● Increasing stressors on faculty and students 

● Pressure to be more productive and efficient



GenAI in higher education

● GenAI offers a solution

○ Saves time and effort

○ Frictionless education

● GenAI as accelerant

● Vicious cycle





So what do we do instead? 

Recenter 

relationships in 

education

Recommit to 

friction in learning

Understand and 

demystify AI 



“Nothing about this form of AI coming to the fore or 

even existing at all was inevitable; it was the 

culmination of thousands of subjective choices, 

made by the people who had the power to be in the 

decision-making room. In the same way, future 

generations of AI technologies are not 

predetermined. But the question of governance 

returns: Who will get to shape them?” 

-Hao, 2025, Prologue
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