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To Clarify:  I have experience teaching with Large Language Models – like 
MS CoPilot and ChatGPT (also known as “text-based GenAI”); I will not 
attempt to cover all forms of AI used in education.

(This table was generated after a lengthy argument with MS 365 CoPilot)



My thinking about LLMs in the writing classroom 
has changed over the last two years.

• Last time I spoke with this audience, I encouraged you to “run toward the 
fire” and try exercises with LLMs for writing.

• I still believe our students will enter a job market that expects them to use 
AI to achieve efficiencies.

• I fully understand that some students now use GenAI to achieve many 
useful efficiencies in their own education.

• But I am worried about overuse/abuse of GenAI by students who are still 
developing critical thinking skills.



My agenda today is . . .

To consider (in more depth) the negative impacts 
LLMs can have on student learning and human society

To provide suggestions for writing pedagogy that uses 
LLMs strategically – but in limited ways

To end by circling back to the ethical implications of 
our current LLMs



Researchers at the MIT AI Risk Repository are now tracking the many 
risks of AI – their “incident report” section is fascinating.



MIT AI Risk Repository - Domain Taxonomy of AI risks provides this overview and then 
detailed discussion of each section at https://airisk.mit.edu.

Domain / Subdomain

1 Discrimination & Toxicity

1.1 Unfair discrimination and misrepresentation

1.2 Exposure to toxic content

1.3 Unequal performance across groups

2 Privacy & Security

2.1 Compromise of privacy by obtaining, leaking or correctly 
inferring sensitive information

2.2 AI system security vulnerabilities and attacks

3 Misinformation

3.1 False or misleading information

3.2 Pollution of information ecosystem and loss of consensus 
reality

4 Malicious actors & Misuse

4.1 Disinformation, surveillance, and influence at scale

4.2 Cyberattacks, weapon development or use, and mass harm

4.3 Fraud, scams, and targeted manipulation

Domain / Subdomain

5 Human-Computer Interaction

5.1 Overreliance and unsafe use

5.2 Loss of human agency and autonomy

6 Socioeconomic & Environmental Harms

6.1 Power centralization and unfair distribution of benefits

6.2 Increased inequality and decline in employment quality

6.3 Economic and cultural devaluation of human effort

6.4 Competitive dynamics

6.5 Governance failure

6.6 Environmental harm

7 AI system safety, failures, and limitations

7.1 AI pursuing its own goals in conflict with human goals or values

7.2 AI possessing dangerous capabilities

7.3 Lack of capability or robustness

7.4 Lack of transparency or interpretability

7.5 AI welfare and rights

7.6 Multi-agent risks 

https://airisk.mit.edu/


The MIT study provides FAR more detail that should have us concerned 
about over-reliance on AI/LLMs in educaton– these are just excerpts.



Students may find LLMs useful – but also somewhat addictive -- 
because the machines can alleviate the struggle of thinking and 
writing . . . 

But isn’t some of that struggle useful in training us in deeper ways of 
knowing?



A June 2025 study from MIT titled “Your Brain on ChatGPT” studied brain 
connectivity and recall after three different groups were tasked with writing 
essays. 

(Kosmyna,et al, 2025)



They conclude that LLMs hinder cognitive processing, 
retention, and authentic engagement with written material.  

(Kosmyna,et al, 2025)

“AI tools, while valuable for supporting performance, may 
unintentionally hinder deep cognitive processing, retention, and 
authentic engagement with written material.  If users heavily rely 
on AI tools, they may achieve superficial fluency but fail to 
internalize the knowledge or feel a sense of ownership over it.”



While the Kosmyna study generally shows more brain connectivity in the 
participants who were writing without any AI use, it also shows switching to 
an LLM for help writing an essay after previously composing it without any 
online tools boosted brain connectivity. “This suggests it could be important 
to think about when AI tools are introduced to learners to enhance their 
experience, Kosmyna says. “The timing might be important.”

Critics of Kosmyna’s study 
emphasize that LLMs may 
play a key role AFTER drafting.

(Jones, 2025)



Blayne Haggart (2023), in “Why it is a mistake to compare calculators to ChatGPT,” worries 
that trust issues will compel us to go back to in-class writing.



A recent Chronicle of Higher Education article views AI’s impact on 
students much more optimistically.

(McMurtrie, 2025)



McMurtrie explains that for some students, turning to an AI for 
answers, rather than interacting with a teacher and peers, is more 
efficient and less anxiety-producing.

But what does that mean for their resilience in the future?



Ben Jacobsen, one of our 
PhD students in Computer 
Science, sent me this 
decision tree by 
AlexandrTiulkanov – and 
I’m struck by the first 
question:  Does it matter if 
the output is true?  If YES, 
then it asks – “Do you have 
the expertise to verify that 
the output is accurate?”



Students should be SHOWN how unreliable 
the LLM responses can be.

If students don’t do other research, they might assume the LLM has 
covered everything relevant, when it hasn’t

Some students who lack confidence in their ideas or writing might 
defer to the LLM, suffering a kind of “authority bias”

We may need critical thinking skills more than ever, because of the 
illusion of thoroughness that LLMs offer.



Pt. 2 . . . where I admit that we’re damned if we do and 
damned if we don’t.



How are we working with and around LLMs at UW-
Madison?

● I know engineering faculty members who frequently critique the 
CoPilot answers to questions – later in those courses, students 
are assigned to use it and provide a written critique of its 
responses.

● I also know people who have gone back to asking students to write 
in class, and some are using handwriting-to-text apps like Evernote 
to transcribe the writing so it is easier to grade.

● I have shifted more of my class toward in-class discussion and 
presentations, but students still do research, think, and write in my 
class.



I have used both ChatGPT and MS CoPilot (our UW-
sanctioned LLM) in multiple ways with our 3rd-and 4th-
year engineering students.

• Students first freewrite about their proposed topic, bringing in as 
many details as they can muster to describe the engineering problem 
they want to address.  

• AFTER they have written what they know, I might suggest that they 
ask CoPilot:

• Are there other needs for this work that I may have missed?

• What other implications of this project should I be exploring?

• Am I missing some important social or historical context?



Consider using ChatGPT strategically to help with 
brainstorming and focusing ideas for a research project.

1. Ask ChatGPT to identify significant engineering problems in pre-chosen topic areas (Could be 
based on topics taken from the NAE’s Grand Challenges in Engineering website; could be simple 
words like infrastructure, energy, climate change, transportation, etc)

2. Choose one of the broad problems generated by ChatGPT as a starting point

3.  Try asking a succession of questions of ChatGPT -- Who, Why, What, When, Where, and How

4. Use this querying method to arrive at a focused research question:  use your keywords to look for 
more research to expand your knowledge using databases like Scopus, Academic Search, Applied 
Science and Technology, and Web of Science

http://www.engineeringchallenges.org/challenges.aspx


1.  ChatGPT identifies 
multiple engineering 
challenges posed by 
climate change:



Students make 
choices about the 
topic based on their 
own engineering 
interests, but should  
ask who, what, when, 
how, and why 
questions.

Note that LLMs 
sometimes are not as 
comprehensive as 
they pretend to be.



LLMs can 
provide search 
terms that will 
help us go into 
Scopus, Web of 
Science, and 
Academic 
Search to dig 
deeper.



Through a lengthy query – several questions and follow-up questions – 
we arrive at a (more focused)research question for a junior-level 
research project in Civil Engineering:

Research question:  To build more robust building envelopes, several large 
commercial buildings in New Orleans are currently undergoing retrofitting 
for hurricane-resistant windows, but which current or emerging window 
treatment is optimal?  

This research project proposes to evaluate three different methods for 
improving the durability of windows in hurricane-prone cities.  The three 
possible methods to be evaluated include laminated glass with multi-layered 
of polyvinyl-butyryl, impact-resistant “hurricane film,” and reinforced frames.  
This project will apply evaluative criteria like impact resistance, wind 
resistance, transparency/clarity, R-value, cost, longevity, and maintenance to 
determine which method or combination of methods is optimal for 
retrofitting large commercial buildings.



Nate Jung shared this exercise, and it works well to 
help students find flaws in organization and 
support for their drafts.



We use LLM exercises for sentences that are not clear:  ask CoPilot to 
improve the grammar and style by providing FOUR possible rewrites.

• Sometimes CoPilot’s four responses reveal ambiguities in the 
message worth discussing!  

• Sometimes CoPilot helps students see how they might put more 
emphasis on a value or idea they have buried or ignored

• But again – CoPilot might rewrite the sentence emphasizing its own 
mysterious values, and the student must consider the choices 
carefully



My policy is to require students to provide either a detailed footnote or an 
Acknowledgement on any assignment where they have used a text-generating 
LLM to make minor improvements, and not to simply cut and paste any text from 
an LLM.

Example footnote from a student paper:  

“In writing this paper I relied on ChatGPT during the idea generation phase (after I had already 
written out several of my own ideas) to determine whether I had missed an important perspective 
or line of research on this emerging technology.  It did provide me with some ideas for further 
research that I ended up researching, but I ultimately determined not to include those ideas in the 
focus of my project.  Still, the work with ChatGPT helped me think more carefully about what I 
wanted to include and why, so it was helpful in this topic-focusing aspect of my project.

Beyond that I have used ChatGPT to provide suggestions that would improve the unity and top-
down organization of three technical, choppy paragraphs that just didn’t seem to “flow” – and I 
found ChatGPT very good at suggesting places where I could improve transitions.  I’ve also run 
several isolated sentences through to consider different options that would improve my grammar 
and concision.   At this point, any mistakes made in this document are mine alone, whether they 
have been introduced by the use of an LLM or not.  I am solely responsible for the written work I am 
submitting, and I’ve done my best to acknowledge all of the outside research and help where it has 
been used.”



I also work to create LLM-proof writing 
assignments, where I can.

• Ask them to write a persuasive argument for a specific audience:  LLMs are 
not yet great at understanding the needs of specific audiences.

• Localize it as much as possible:  LLMs are not very helpful or specific for 
local and current problems.

• Localize the assignment by requiring students to remember specific 
contributions by their classmates to a discussion that was held in class.

• Localize the assignment by requiring students to talk to two other peers 
about their project and write up a summary of what their peers suggested 
for the project, along with their response.



We spent a lot of time in my program debating whether we consider 
the use of a text-generating LLM to be a form of plagiarism.

We’ve concluded that it occupies a weird middle ground: neither a direct 
copy of another person’s work, nor a completely original text generator.  But 
it isn’t the original work of the student author, either.  



Even ChatGPT notes that its use might constitute a 
form of plagiarism:

“To avoid plagiarism when using ChatGPT or any other AI language 
model, it's essential to give proper credit or acknowledgment to the 
source of the generated content. If you're using ChatGPT to get ideas or 
information, make sure to use the content as a reference and then 
write the final piece in your own words, giving credit to the sources 
that influenced your writing.”

The challenge here is – what to do about the students who ignore this 
advice and come to overuse ChatGPT?  



For what it is worth, I see the real power of LLMs 
in quickly identifying problems in my own writing -
- and automating mindless work.

We ought to have a frank talk about the perils of using it to grade student writing, 
though.

There is an egregious story this spring out of Northeastern University – a prof put 
ChatGPT off limits, then very obviously used it to create lesson material. . . 

Students expect and deserve more individualized feedback and a genuine response – 
and I would say they need feedback that isn’t quite as sycophantic.  The LLMs won’t 
push students to do better critical thinking.



I’m going to wrap up with a deeper concern, about the ethical 
implications of overuse of these LLMs – not just the possible negative 
impact on critical thinking.

Our current LLMs are known to amplify biases and anxieties -- and 
sycophantically reinforce flawed ideas:  that is ethically risky.



I have a few suggestions:

• Stay on top of this moving target, as there are great capabilities that LLMs 
offer -- for us to improve our teaching and for students to enhance their 
learning.

• Try to explain the risks of becoming overly dependent on the LLM – 
because writing is a way of thinking, and we shouldn’t let the AI systems do 
our thinking for us.

• Consider supporting some form of regulation of these Chatbots.  These big 
companies shouldn’t be allowed to train their systems on our children.
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