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Definition - AI in Higher Education

Wicks, 2025

(UNESCO, 2023)
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Gen AI in Higher Education

Wicks, 2025

• UNESCO guidance “stresses the need for 

educational institutions to validate GenAI systems 

on their ethical and pedagogical appropriateness 

for education” (UNESCO,  2023) 

• “GenAI tools can be designed to protect human 

agency and genuinely benefit learners, teachers 

and researchers” (ibid).
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Gen AI in Higher Education

Is the answer this reductive?
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Methodology: Autoethnography

(1) A full member in the research group or setting, 

(2) Visible: A member and published texts and, 

(3) Committed to developing theoretical understandings of broader social 

phenomena” 

(Adapted from Anderson 2006:373).

AI in Lifelong Learning though childhood, science, social science and 

the arts (Van Ness 2011:294) 

The “hermeneutic circle ”… seeking to understand an object of 

interpretation, such as a poem or a sonata, one understands the parts in 

terms of the whole and, in turn, the whole in terms of the parts” (Van Ness 
2011:302).
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My childhood perspective – 1977 +

This poem was read to me by my late father, Stephen Frodsham, 

when I was young, it was one of his favourites, therefore, it has a 

historical personal significance.

Evocates Memories:

• My father at my bedside reading. 

• The Family Home in Rugby.

• Feeling comforted.

• The stairs in the family house where we would store individual pairs 

of shoes.

• Believing that if I walk down the stairs backwards, or believed hard 

enough, I would be transported somewhere different.
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Scientist: Positivist perspective – 2005-2013 

• Number of steps - Odd or even?

• It must be observably different (because there is no other stair quite like it)

• They always (100% of the time) stop on this step (for an unspecified amount of 

time)

• Contradiction the poem is called ‘halfway down’ and yet they are “Halfway up the 

stairs too”

• Observing where they are not (in the nursery or town) 

• Is the child? really there, are they observable? What evidence do we have?
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Social Scientist: Interpretivist perspective -  

2013-2025

• No direct access to the real world situated beyond ‘the step were they sits’                       

• They child or adult is seeking to understand the specific context of their 

situation. 

• The nursery or town could be up or down the stairs

• Placed into an educational context, this poem places the person as a ‘lone 

scientist’, or a constructivist learner, discovering the world for themselves 

(Piaget and Inhelder, 1969)  
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Artist: STEAM perspective – 2021-2025

A liminal space of opportunities

'...contemporary artists often plays to 

the part of us that is very 

uncomfortable with not being sure, 

that cannot maintain a stance "don't 

know"' (Perry, 2008, cited in Hall 

2010). 

‘The challenge is to own this 

[discomfort] and embrace the making 

and remaking of meaning.’ 

(Hannahan, 2006:152) 

I found myself, at that time, asking 

'What if....?' and like Anna Craft I had 

moved from ‘what is’ being created to 

‘what might be?’ (Chappell and 

Cremin, 2014).
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Child’s perspective: According to AI

 A Child’s Perspective on the Poem
•Relatable: Many children have a favorite spot—under a table, behind a sofa, or halfway down the 

stairs. They might think, “Hey, I do that too!” and feel seen by the poem.

•Imaginative: The idea that halfway down the stairs is “not up, and not down” might spark their 

imagination. They could start thinking of it as a magical or secret place—like a portal to their own 

thoughts or stories.

•Comforting: The rhythm and rhyme are gentle and soothing. It’s the kind of poem that feels cozy, like a 

bedtime story or a quiet moment during the day.

•Funny or Silly: Some children might giggle at the idea of someone just sitting on the stairs doing 

nothing. It’s a bit quirky, and kids often enjoy that kind of humor

 What a child might say after hearing it:
•“I like sitting on the stairs too!”

•“Is it a thinking place?”

•“Why don’t they go up or down?”

•“Can I make my own halfway place?
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Positivist perspective: According to AI 

Positivism is a philosophy that emphasizes:

•Empirical observation 

•Scientific method 

•Objective facts 

•Rejection of metaphysics or subjective 

interpretation 

So, from that lens:

1. Literal Observation

A positivist might focus on the observable behavior:

A child sits halfway down the stairs and seems to 

enjoy it.

They might ask:

•What are the environmental factors influencing this 

behavior? 

•Is this a common behavior among children? 

•Can it be measured or studied? 

.

2. Dismissal of Subjective Meaning

The poem’s whimsical idea that the halfway spot is 

“not up, not down” and “not really anywhere” might 

be seen as:

•Non-falsifiable (i.e., not testable) 

•Subjective or imaginative, and therefore not 

useful for scientific analysis 

A strict positivist might say:

“This is a poetic expression, not a statement that 

can be verified or studied empirically.”

3. Interest in Developmental Psychology

If the positivist is open to interdisciplinary thinking, 

they might consider:

•The poem as a reflection of child development, 

especially in terms of spatial awareness, 

imaginative play, or cognitive mapping. 

•Could this behavior be studied in terms of how 

children create “safe zones” or transitional spaces? 
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Social Scientist: Interpretivist AI perspective

1. Focus on Subjective Experience

The poem centers on a child’s personal experience of sitting 

halfway down the stairs. An interpretivist would explore:

•What does this space mean to the child? 

•How does the child construct this meaning through 

language and imagination? 

They’d see the poem as a reflection of how individuals 

create personal significance in everyday environments.

 Summary

A social scientist interpretivist might say:

“This poem illustrates how individuals—especially children—construct 

meaning in everyday spaces. The child’s halfway spot becomes a site of 

imagination, autonomy, and resistance to adult logic. It invites us to 

consider how meaning is socially and culturally shaped, and how even 

mundane places can become deeply personal.”

4. Narrative and Meaning-Making

Interpretivists value narratives as a way people make sense of their 

world. The poem itself is a narrative that:

•Gives voice to the child’s perspective 

•Challenges utilitarian views of space 

•Invites readers to reflect on their own “halfway” places—emotionally, 

socially, or physically 

3. Symbolism of Liminality

The halfway spot is a liminal space—neither here nor 

there. This concept is important in social science:

•It can represent transitional states (e.g., between 

childhood and adulthood). 

•It may symbolize resistance to binary thinking (up/down, 

here/there). 

The child’s choice to sit in this in-between space could be 

interpreted as:

•A form of agency—choosing a place that defies adult 

expectations. 

•A metaphor for identity formation, especially in early 

development. 

2. Social and Cultural Context

The interpretivist would consider:

•The social norms around space and movement (e.g., stairs are for 

going up or down—yet the child resists this functional use). 

•The cultural framing of childhood—how society views children’s 

imaginative play, autonomy, and resistance to adult logic. 
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Artist: STEAM perspective according to AI

4. Poetic Language as Material

Milne’s gentle rhyme and rhythm might be seen not just as literary devices, 

but as aesthetic materials. An artist-researcher might:

•Use the poem as a score for performance. 

•Translate its rhythm into visual or sonic patterns. 

•Explore how poetic language shapes emotional and spatial perception. 

 Summary

An artist-researcher might say:

“Halfway Down is a poetic invitation to inhabit the in-between. It challenges linear movement and adult logic, offering instead a space of 

imaginative autonomy. As an artist, I see the halfway stair as a site of inquiry—where stillness, embodiment, and poetic language 

converge to reveal new ways of knowing.”

1. The Stair as a Site of Inquiry

The halfway point on the stairs becomes a metaphorical 

and physical site:

•A threshold space—neither destination nor departure. 

•A place of pause, reflection, and possibility. 

An artist-researcher might explore this space through 

installation, performance, or visual art, asking:

“What does it mean to dwell in the in-between?”

2. Embodied Experience

The child’s act of sitting halfway down is an embodied 

gesture. It resists linear movement (up/down) and instead 

creates a moment of stillness. This could be interpreted as:

•A micro-resistance to adult logic or structure. 

•A gesture of autonomy and imaginative presence. 

An artist might explore this through movement-based 

research, drawing attention to how bodies inhabit space 

differently depending on age, mood, or intention.

3. Imaginative Space-Making

The child redefines the stair as a personal territory—a “somewhere of my 

own.” Artist-researchers often investigate how people reclaim or 

reimagine space, especially in domestic or institutional settings.

This could lead to:

•A participatory project inviting others to share their “halfway” places. 

•A visual mapping of liminal zones in everyday life. 

5. Childhood as Epistemology

The poem offers a child’s way of knowing—intuitive, playful, and nonlinear. 

Artist-researchers often value non-dominant epistemologies, and might 

interpret the poem as:

•A critique of adult rationality. 

•A celebration of imaginative knowledge and creative dwelling. 
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Artist: STEAM perspective – 2021-2025
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Discussion – Present day

“While GenAI can produce new content, it cannot generate new ideas or solutions 

to real-world challenges, as it does not understand real-world objects or social 

relations that underpin language”. (UNESCO, 2023)

E.g., Social, cultural and historical experience (Rogoff, 1995): - 

• My family and 

• educational experience 

• theorising through different paradigms

“Superficial mode of thinking… it produces average work” (Pulk & Koris, 2025:9) 

and a lot of it!

Microsoft AI CEO Mustafa Suleyman told CNBC this week that he believes 

consciousness can only occur in biological beings
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Gen AI in Lifelong Learning
“GenAI tools can be designed to protect human agency and genuinely benefit 

learners, teachers and researchers” (UNESCO, 2023)?

‘The capacity to act independently and to make 

one’s choices’ (Manyukhina and Wyse 

2019:223). 

Learner agency - providing students with 

opportunities to make decisions and act upon 

them (Bruner, 1996)

  - The teacher as facilitator

Demonstrable agency - the activity that learners 

actively engage in and the ways in which they 

show initiative (Mercer, 2012). 

 - The agentive Student 

Complex agency - emerge differently across 

contexts, through various interactions with others 

(on both inter- and intrapersonal levels), and over 

time (Mercer, 2012)

 - There are multiple pedagogic challenges 

to consider
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Gen AI in Lifelong Learning

Human agency and social, cultural and historical experience of both student and 

teacher omitted

“We must build AI for people; not to be a person” (Suleyman, 2025)
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