The Way I See It

Maxwell Gray

It's Not Easy Staying Human

Generative Al, Cognition, and Reflection

I t’s not easy being an academic librarian in this moment of generative artificial intelligence
(AI). For librarians in research, teaching, and learning, it’s like being a tour guide in a
city whose critical infrastructure is in the middle of being rebuilt.

Al overviews and research assistants are changing how we search and think about research.!
At the same time, ChatGPT and Copilot are changing how we think about the difference
between research and writing.” Librarians in higher education are trying to teach students and
faculty new technology and answer new questions about authorship and academic integrity.’

It’s even harder if you're a librarian whose values don't align with the values of this new
technology and its creators. It’s like being a tour guide in a city whose critical infrastructure
is being redesigned and rebuilt by technocratic oligarchs outside any democratic process.*
We are trying to teach patrons how to use new technology and how to think critically and
responsibly about this new technology.’

Last year, I collaborated with colleagues at Marquette’s Center for Teaching and Learning
to facilitate a community of practice and lead a workshop series about generative Al. This
year, I'm collaborating with colleagues at the Center for Teaching and Learning again to
curate a conversation series about generative Al and Ignatian pedagogy.

Teaching at a Catholic, Jesuit university, we prioritize Ignatian pedagogy to orient our
pedagogies toward personal trans/formation and ground them in intellectual, spiritual, and
social inquiry.® Approaching generative Al from the tradition of Ignatian pedagogy feels
especially critical when this technology tempts us to think less, feel less, and care less—in
other words, to be less human (or to embrace less of our humanity).”

These collaborations at the Center for Teaching and Learning have sought to teach faculty
and other educators how to approach generative Al critically and ethically and how to teach
students to do the same (rather than how to use any specific tool or tools). In and around
these projects, I have been part of many conversations (often long) with faculty and other
educators about this technology and how it is impacting teaching and learning (often not
for the better).

These experiences have taught me we need to do better at speaking and connecting with
our colleagues and our students about this technology and how it is impacting how all of
us think and learn. In 2025, researchers at MIT published a study where they found major
cognitive costs of using a large language model (LLM) tool for essay writing.® They found
that young people who used an LLM tool for essay writing showed weaker neural connectiv-
ity and underengagement of neural networks than those who did not. Students and lifelong
learners alike should learn and reflect on how using generative Al may impact how we do
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and don’t think and learn. Young people especially should reflect on how they want to think
and act in the world in this moment in response.

In the meantime, I believe this new technology will afford new forms and modes of think-
ing. Dialogue between theory and practice will be critical for building these new forms and
modes. The popular terminology for these new forms and modes is “Al literacy.”

Last year, Leo S. Lo published a guide for academic libraries about Al literacy in which he
proposed core components and themes for Al literacy in academic libraries.” ACRLs new
“Al Competencies for Academic Library Workers” reflects many of the core components
and themes for Al literacy proposed by Lo.!® One core component or theme I propose is
missing from these documents is the human, cognitive impact of generative Al

In academic libraries, I think we should learn and teach how to reflect on the personal,
mental, and cognitive dimensions of Al. The personal impact of Al happens at a more in-
dividual scale than its societal impact; it calls us to reflect on how Al—especially generative
Al—is reshaping how we think, feel, and relate with each other, in terms of both cognitive
science and the humanities and social sciences. This technology will strengthen some ways
of thinking, feeling, and caring, and it will weaken others. How we use this technology will
also build new, emergent ways of thinking, feeling, and belonging that we don't recognize
yet in this moment. What new ways do we and our students want to build together?

For many of us, this kind of reflection may be frightening, but it should also be excit-
ing, especially for academic librarians in teaching, learning, and pedagogy. It should also
be exciting for young people who need to create a hope-filled future for themselves. What
values, dreams, and challenges will ground and inspire young people in this moment of
technological, social, and personal trans/formation? Where and how will our students find
data, information, knowledge, and, ultimately, wisdom? How will our students create these
for themselves and for others?

In conclusion, Lo proposes that thinking about human—AlI collaboration “focuses on us-
ing Al to enhance, not replace, human abilities. It promotes a mindset where individuals
see Al as a supportive partner in tasks like decision-making, creativity, and problem-solving,
rather than as a substitute for human judgment and skills.”'! Thinking about cognition and
reflection may refocus on practices of thinking, feeling, and reflecting back again on how we
do, don’t, and desire to think, feel, and care as unique human persons. It should promote a
mindset where individuals and society recognize the most human skill is thinking critically,
responsibly, and ethically about our own thinking and acting, in community and solidarity
together. =
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