Amy Weldon * amy.weldon@Iluther.edu * amyeweldon.com

For my students: Why | feel the way | do about Al.

When you use it to create what should be original work, you are:

e Cheating. Devaluing your degree and your classmates.” An unskilled degree holder who cheated
their way through college inflicts reputational damage on everyone who did not, and everyone’s
ROI suffers.

e Settling for less. Being mid. Because Al outputs are literally the average of everything online.

o

Who do you want to be, now and in the future — a person of integrity, with the habit of
working toward excellence, or a corner-cutter who’s content to be mid?

e Feeding a machine that’s actively harming you and teaching it how to be even more harmful.
You create the value of the internet by using it, donating your data for free. When you type text
into ChatGPT, you feed the vast pool of data it uses to generate content that used to be generated
by humans. When you click YouTube suggested videos, you “teach” its algorithms to escalate
shock value to keep you engaged. Therefore, you collude in processes like:

o

Economic inequality, as billionaires (who own the machines) stack capital (which
compounds on its own, without labor) based on your (free) data and the advertising-
driven internet it feeds. They get richer. You don’t. (See Jaron Lanier, Shoshana Zuboff,
and Naomi Klein.)

Political polarization, dysfunction, and disinformation. Fear, shock, and anger —
accurate or not — drive user engagement, and profit. (See Timothy Snyder and George
Orwell.) This is heightened by the reality that Al replicates the human biases and errors
of the data sets it’s “trained” on, magnifying — in multiple ways — humanity at its worst.
Job opportunities lost. Al is replacing jobs in every field, including computer science
itself.

Skills and capacities lost. If you take a forklift into the weight room, you’ll never get
stronger. Similarly, if you outsource your intellectual work to Al, you’ll never grow those
abilities on your own. Al skills can be learned when/if the situation demands. Character,
creativity, and integrity cannot. So lay that foundation first.

Addiction and abuse. Al and social media groom, addict, and control people —
especially young people — up to and over the borders of insanity and suicide. (See
Jonathan Haidt).

Environmental degradation. Al data centers use massive amounts of water and power,
even as “water is the new oil” in terms of impending shortages and geopolitical strife.
Errors and damages, with no recourse: Al makes mistakes (hallucinations) as social
media slanders people and ruins lives. Yet individuals often have no one to appeal to
when something goes wrong — a classic giveaway of insufficient regulation and
oversight.

“Enshittification” (Cory Doctorow’s term.) If everybody’s just sort of midding along
and outsourcing life to Al in every area of our lives and fields, what’s the logical result?

A wise saying goes, “There are two dogs inside everyone — good and bad. The one that gets bigger is the
one you feed.” Technology and the problems it creates get bigger because we feed it. What if you
stopped feeding Al and social media in your own life?



Without Al, you can:

e Experience the process of creating work — and building a self, and a life — you can be proud of.
Become the person who can do that work and feel the range of emotions it entails, as a learner
and a human.

e Build relationships with human beings who come to know and trust you as a person of integrity.

o This comes in handy when you ask professors for recommendations; personal
connections, based on respect and trust, still have great power.

e Fight the false emotional grooming our tech-world inflicts: “if it’s hard, turn to your screen.” We
turn to screens to “put makeup on space” (Pema Chodron). What if we stayed with what is here
in the moment with us now? With what we have silence to notice and think? That’s where ideas
come from. That’s how you become a person with something constructive to say. That’s how
you deal with life.

My policy sometimes gets a bit of well-meaning doubt from people who position it as in opposition to a
“realist” approach, as in “I’d love to tell students not to use Al, but I’m a realist.”

Okay, let’s talk about reality. Look at that list of socioeconomic conditions created and fueled by Al, on
the previous page. You can see every single one of them at work in your world each day.

Now you tell me: What’s more “realistic,” to face these real-world conditions, and our own complicity
in them, and address that? Or to pretend that using Al, even in college, is inevitable for everyone no
matter what? And thus ignore the power we have to change these conditions, and to change ourselves?

I also hear, “But I don’t use Al to write...I only use it to generate ideas.” Or “T use it as a collaborator.”

So generating your own ideas, thinking through and refining them, shitty-first-drafting, and prewriting is
not really part of “writing?” That’s news to me.

And “collaboration?” Sure, writers use tools all the time: glasses, laptops, spellcheckers. But Al is a tool
different in degree and kind, because it is not automatically aligned with our wishes and preferences the
way other “tools” are. It’s a special kind of folly to kid yourself that you can “collaborate” with a
technology literally premised on, and profiting from, your erasure. Al steals writers” words, strips the
markers of human creation and identity from them, and feeds them back into the system as anonymized
algorithmically-driven-prediction fuel. Its answers are statistically generated lucky guesses, not original
contributions. No “collaboration” — or mutually constructive conversation and feedback between human
minds — is happening here: just theft, cloaked in Al sycophancy and human self-delusion.

So, students: What do you think?
Let’s not be afraid to do hard things. Let’s be here, in conversation, together. And grow.
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