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The Uninvited Third: How AI Chatbots
Are Reshaping the Counselor’s Office

Weekly Analysis — https://ainews.social

Picture the intake. A sophomore sits down across from a campus
counselor and, somewhere in the first fifteen minutes, says a sentence
that would have been unintelligible three years ago: the chatbot told
me I might have avoidant attachment, and it gave me a coping plan.
The counselor now has two clients in the room — the student, and
the model that has already diagnosed, reframed, and prescribed before
the appointment began. The therapeutic relationship, long imagined
as a sealed dyad, has acquired a silent third party who never signed a
consent form, carries no license, and cannot be cross-examined. This is
the quiet frontier of a transformation that the rest of higher education
has been arguing about loudly for three years, and badly.

The loud argument is about cheating. The entire visible surface
of the AI debate in higher education has organized itself around aca-
demic integrity — who used the model, who got caught, who was
falsely accused. A running tally of litigation now exists precisely be-
cause the disputes have become numerous enough to track [3]. Mean- [3] AI Cheating Lawsuits Tracker —

Every Case, Who Won (2026)while, the survey data that does exist suggests adoption has already
saturated the student body: in one careful study of how generative
AI is actually used, students described it as ubiquitous and indispens-
able, woven into note-taking, drafting, and study in ways policy has
not begun to catch up with [25]. The institution, in other words, has [25] The use and usefulness of GenAI

in higher educationbeen fighting the last war — patrolling the boundary of the essay —
while the technology has walked quietly into the counseling office, the
residence hall, and the interior life of the student.

What follows is a map of where the conversation actually stands,
who is saying what, and where the silences are most telling. The coun-
selor’s office is my vantage point because it concentrates everything
that the cheating debate obscures: that AI in higher education is not
principally an integrity problem but a duty-of-care problem, and that
institutions have been answering a question of governance when the
live question is one of pedagogy and human support. The uninvited
third is everywhere on campus. The institution’s failure to develop a
coherent posture toward it is most dangerous in the room where the
stakes are not a grade but a student’s mental health.
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A Reckoning the Institution Outsourced

Begin with the students, because they began without us. The most
revealing recent finding about campus AI use is not a usage rate but a
culture — one of mandatory silence. In a study whose title says every-
thing, researchers found students describing a regime in which ”every-
one’s using it, but no one is allowed to talk about it,” a double bind in
which the tool is universal and the disclosure is forbidden [14]. That [14] Everyone’s using it, but no one is

allowed to talk about it: Collegephrase ought to land hard on anyone who works in mental health, be-
cause it describes precisely the dynamic clinicians are trained to fear:
a behavior that is pervasive, consequential, and shrouded in shame.
When the institution’s only audible message about AI is prohibition
and suspicion, it teaches students to conceal — and concealment is the
enemy of the disclosure on which counseling depends.

The shame is not incidental; it is manufactured. Consider what the
detection apparatus has done to the affective climate of campus. The
same students who are told the tool is forbidden are then surveilled for
using it by software that does not work. Universities have spent mil-
lions on AI detectors that are demonstrably unreliable, flagging human
writing as synthetic with enough frequency to make the accusation a
lottery [12]. The canonical early case — a UC Davis student accused [12] Colleges pay millions for AI

detectors that are flawed - CalMatterson the strength of a detector’s output — established the template:
an algorithm’s confidence, a panicked student, an institution slow to
admit the tool was guessing [16]. The reckoning higher education out- [16] How AI detection tool spawned a

false cheating case at UC Davissourced to vendors has produced, predictably, a vendor’s solution: a
product that converts pedagogical anxiety into a billable service while
shifting the risk onto the student.

And here the integrity story and the counseling story fuse. Be-
ing falsely accused of cheating is not a clerical inconvenience; it is a
documented source of psychological harm. Reporting on the wave of
wrongful AI accusations has traced their effects directly into student
mental health — the anxiety, the insomnia, the corrosion of trust in
one’s own institution that follows being told, on the authority of a
black box, that you are a liar [23]. The student who arrives at the [23] Students are being falsely accused

of using AI. It’s harming them.counseling center carrying that wound is bringing the institution’s own
AI policy into the therapy room as a presenting problem. The unin-
vited third is not only the chatbot the student consulted; it is also the
detector the institution deployed.

This is the substrate that vendors prefer we not examine too
closely. Meredith Broussard’s term for the governing ideology here
— the faith that computational tools are inherently superior to human
judgment — names exactly the reflex that put unproven detectors into
disciplinary hearings: a technochauvinism that mistakes a probabil-
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ity score for a finding of fact [7]. The institution did not decide that [7] Artificial Unintelligence - How
Computers Misunderstandalgorithms should adjudicate honesty. It defaulted into that position,

because defaulting was cheaper than deliberating.

The Governance Reflex and Its Blind Spot

When higher education has acted deliberately, it has reached almost
reflexively for governance rather than pedagogy — for the policy
memo, the syllabus clause, the prohibition. The result is a landscape
of staggering incoherence. An analysis of more than two hundred syl-
labi across dozens of institutions found AI policies scattered across
every possible position, from total ban to enthusiastic mandate, often
varying course-to-course within the same department [10]. A student [10] Can You Use ChatGPT in Col-

lege? AI Policies in 210 Syllabi Across
75

moving between three classes in an afternoon may cross three contra-
dictory legal regimes, each enforced by an instructor improvising in a
vacuum. This is not regulation; it is the appearance of regulation, a
patchwork that produces exactly the inconsistent and risky responses
the policy was meant to prevent.

The deeper problem is that much of the governance is self-defeating
on its own terms. A pointed intervention from the European Univer-
sity Association asked whether institutions’ ”responsible AI” policies
are quietly undermining the very learning they claim to protect —
whether, in rushing to restrict, universities are foreclosing the develop-
ment of the judgment students will need [17]. The question is sharper [17] Is your university’s responsible AI

policy underminingthan it first appears. A policy that simply bans the tool does not pro-
duce students who can think critically about it; it produces students
who use it secretly and badly. The governance reflex optimizes for in-
stitutional liability, not for student capability — and those two goals,
the institution is discovering, are not the same goal.

The assessment response reveals the same inversion. The most
visible pedagogical move of the past two years has been defensive:
the return of the blue book, the proctored room, the deliberately
”ChatGPT-proof” assignment designed less to teach than to thwart
[18]. There is a more thoughtful strand within this — a genuine schol- [18] Paper exams, chatbot bans:

Colleges seek to ’ChatGPT-proof’
assignments

arship of authentic assessment arguing that the answer to AI is not
surveillance but the redesign of tasks toward work that is worth doing
and hard to fake, anchored in process, reflection, and the student’s
own voice [8]. That literature is the most hopeful corner of the dis- [8] Beyond Detection: Redesigning

Authentic Assessment in an AIcourse, insisting that assessment can be rebuilt around demonstrated
thinking rather than policed outputs [19]. But notice that even the [19] PDF Authentic Assessment in the

Age of AI - marcbowles.comconstructive version of the conversation lives entirely inside the class-
room. The governance imagination of higher education has a hard

https://gradpilot.com/news/can-you-use-chatgpt-in-college-ai-syllabus-policies-by-discipline
https://gradpilot.com/news/can-you-use-chatgpt-in-college-ai-syllabus-policies-by-discipline
https://gradpilot.com/news/can-you-use-chatgpt-in-college-ai-syllabus-policies-by-discipline
https://gradpilot.com/news/can-you-use-chatgpt-in-college-ai-syllabus-policies-by-discipline
https://www.eua.eu/our-work/expert-voices/is-your-universitys-responsible-ai-policy-undermining-your-students-learning.html
https://www.eua.eu/our-work/expert-voices/is-your-universitys-responsible-ai-policy-undermining-your-students-learning.html
https://www.eua.eu/our-work/expert-voices/is-your-universitys-responsible-ai-policy-undermining-your-students-learning.html
https://apnews.com/article/chatgpt-cheating-ai-college-1b654b44de2d0dfa4e50bf0186137fc1
https://apnews.com/article/chatgpt-cheating-ai-college-1b654b44de2d0dfa4e50bf0186137fc1
https://apnews.com/article/chatgpt-cheating-ai-college-1b654b44de2d0dfa4e50bf0186137fc1
https://apnews.com/article/chatgpt-cheating-ai-college-1b654b44de2d0dfa4e50bf0186137fc1
https://www.mdpi.com/2227-7102/15/11/1537
https://www.mdpi.com/2227-7102/15/11/1537
https://www.mdpi.com/2227-7102/15/11/1537
https://marcbowles.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/AuthenticAssessment_final_26Sept25.pdf
https://marcbowles.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/AuthenticAssessment_final_26Sept25.pdf
https://marcbowles.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/AuthenticAssessment_final_26Sept25.pdf


4

boundary at the seminar door. It has produced detailed thinking
about the essay and almost nothing about the residence hall, the
advising appointment, or the counseling intake — the places where
students actually carry the technology into their lives.

That blind spot is not random. The proctoring industry illustrates
how the governance reflex, left unchecked, metastasizes into surveil-
lance of the whole student rather than the work. A clear-eyed ethical
analysis of remote proctoring has made the case against it on grounds
of dignity and trust — that watching students through their own cam-
eras, scanning their rooms, and flagging their eye movements treats
the entire body of learners as suspects [21]. The throughline from the [21] Remote Proctoring Through an

Ethical Lens: The Case Againstfalse accusation to the proctored exam to the secret-but-mandatory
chatbot is a single institutional posture: govern the behavior, distrust
the person, outsource the judgment. It is the posture least compatible
with care.

What the Detection Wars Reveal

The cheating litigation is worth reading not for its legal outcomes but
for what it exposes about institutional improvisation. The disputes
are proliferating fast enough to require a tracker, and the cases reveal
institutions adjudicating high-stakes accusations with tools they do
not understand and standards they cannot articulate [3]. The pattern [3] AI Cheating Lawsuits Tracker —

Every Case, Who Won (2026)reaches below higher education and back into it: a Palo Alto family
filed suit after a high schooler was accused on detector evidence, a
preview of the legal exposure universities are accumulating [1]. Courts [1] A Palo Alto high schooler was

accused of AI cheating. His family
filed

have not been uniform — at least one tribunal found that an insti-
tution committed no fault in sanctioning a student for AI use even
absent a clear prior rule, a ruling watched as possible jurisprudence
[26]. But the legal scramble itself is the evidence: institutions are [26] Un tribunal affirme qu’un étab-

lissement n’a commis aucune faute
en

sanctioning first and building the rule afterward.

The hypocrisy at the center of the detection wars is the part most
corrosive to trust. Universities ban students from using AI while them-
selves deploying AI to grade and screen those same students’ work
— a double standard that students have noticed and resent [11]. [11] Colleges Ban Student AI but Use

AI to Read Your EssaysThe message the institution sends is not AI is dangerous but AI is
a privilege of power — fine for the grader, forbidden for the graded. A
student who internalizes that lesson learns something true about the
institution and nothing useful about the technology. The detection
regime, sold as protection of standards, in practice teaches the most
cynical possible curriculum: that the rules are about authority, not
learning.
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And the tools at the heart of these disputes are, technically, not
up to the role assigned them. The fundamental unreliability is not
a bug to be patched but a property of how these systems work. The
literature that explains AI to general readers has been consistent on
this point: these are pattern-matching systems that are confidently
wrong in ways that are difficult to anticipate, and treating their out-
puts as ground truth is a category error [7]. An institution that builds [7] You Look Like a Thing and I Love

Youa disciplinary process on a detector’s verdict has not adopted a neutral
instrument; it has adopted a guess wearing the costume of certainty —
and it has done so, again, because someone sold it that costume.

There is a constructive alternative emerging at the level of insti-
tutional design, and it is worth naming because it is so rare. A few
institutions have begun treating AI governance itself as a subject to be
taught rather than merely a rule to be enforced — designing courses
that walk students and staff through the regulatory, ethical, and prac-
tical questions together [4]. That move — governance as pedagogy [4] AI Governance in Higher Edu-

cation: A course design exploring
regulatory

rather than governance instead of pedagogy — is the hinge the whole
discourse turns on, and it is the same hinge the counseling office is
waiting for someone to install.

The Faculty Who Were Never Asked

If students were not consulted before the policies landed on them,
neither, remarkably, were the faculty charged with enforcing those
policies. The structural fact underneath the incoherence is an ex-
clusion: across the sector, the people closest to teaching have been
systematically absent from the decisions that reshape their teaching.
Reporting on shared governance found faculty routinely missing from
the committees and procurement decisions through which AI enters
the institution — present to absorb the consequences, absent from the
choices [15]. This is governance by administration and vendor, with [15] Faculty Often Missing From

University Decisions on AIthe academic core informed after the contract is signed.

The conflict this produces has begun to surface openly. In the Cal-
ifornia State University system, faculty have pushed back against AI
initiatives they see as a prelude to replacement rather than support
— a labor dispute beneath the pedagogical one, in which the question
of who controls the tool is inseparable from the question of whose job
it threatens [9]. The teachers’ organizations have tried to articulate [9] Cal State faculty push to prevent

AI tools from replacing them as
schools and staff experiment

a position that protects educator autonomy while acknowledging the
tool’s reality, insisting that AI be governed in the interest of students
and the profession rather than imposed for efficiency [6]. But these are [6] Artificial Intelligence in Education

| NEAreactive postures, defending ground already lost, because the consulta-
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tion that should have preceded adoption never occurred.

The exclusion matters for the counseling office in a specific and
underappreciated way. Counselors are faculty’s analogue in the sup-
port structure — frontline professionals with deep knowledge of how
students actually present, and almost no voice in the institutional
decisions about AI that are reshaping how students present. If the
teaching faculty were not asked whether detectors belonged in class-
rooms, the counseling staff were certainly not asked what it means for
the therapeutic relationship that students now arrive pre-diagnosed by
a model. The same governance reflex that bypassed the seminar room
has bypassed the clinic, and for the same reason: the institution treats
AI as a procurement problem to be solved by administrators, not a
human-care problem to be worked out by practitioners. The expertise
that should be load-bearing has been declared optional.

This is where the broader scholarship insists that ethics cannot be
a separate compliance module bolted onto a finished system. The ar-
gument from the field is that to ”do AI” responsibly is to fold ethical
reasoning into the practice from the start, as a constitutive part of
the work rather than an afterthought — which in institutional terms
means the people who understand the human stakes must be in the
room when the tool is chosen [7]. Higher education has done the op- [7] AI Ethics - The MIT Press Essen-

tial Knowledge seriesposite: it chose the tools first and is now improvising the ethics in
court.

The Counselor’s New Competence

Now return to the intake, equipped to see what is actually happening
there. The student who says the chatbot told me I might have avoidant
attachment has done something the counseling profession has no es-
tablished protocol for. They have entered the room with an external
narrative already installed — a framing of their own distress generated
by a system optimized for fluent plausibility, not for clinical accuracy
or for this person’s history. The chatbot’s advice has altered the stu-
dent’s expectations of what therapy is for, what a diagnosis means,
and what the counselor is supposed to provide. The therapeutic narra-
tive now has a co-author who was never in the room.

This is not hypothetical drift; it is the predictable consequence of
how students are already using these systems. The same usage studies
that document AI’s ubiquity in coursework show students reaching for
it as an all-purpose advisor, a first responder for questions they once
would have brought to a human [25]. A model that will draft an essay [25] The use and usefulness of GenAI

in higher educationwill also, without hesitation, offer a mental-health framework, a coping
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strategy, a read on a relationship. The student does not experience
a boundary between asking the chatbot to outline an argument and
asking it whether they are depressed. The boundary that matters
— between information and care — is one the institution must now
teach, because the tool erases it by design.

What the counselor needs in response is not a ban but a compe-
tence — a working AI literacy specific to clinical practice. This means
the capacity to ask, without judgment, what the student has already
been told by the model; to understand the systematic ways such ad-
vice misleads; and to help the student hold the machine’s output at
the right distance. The pedagogical scholarship on teaching criti-
cal engagement with AI is directly relevant here, even though it was
written for the classroom: its insistence that students must learn to
interrogate rather than absorb AI outputs describes exactly the skill
a counselor must now model in real time [24]. The difference is that [24] Teaching Students to Think

Critically About AIin the counseling room, the cost of uncritical absorption is not a weak
essay but a student acting on a stranger’s bad advice about their own
mind.

There is a genuine, evidence-backed case that AI can support learn-
ing and even outperform some conventional methods — a rigorous
randomized trial found an AI tutor producing stronger outcomes than
in-class active learning on certain measures [5]. The honest version [5] AI tutoring outperforms in-class

active learning: an RCT ... - Natureof the counseling argument must reckon with that result rather than
dismiss it, because the same is plausibly true in support contexts: a
well-designed tool might genuinely help a student between sessions,
normalize help-seeking, or reach someone who would never walk into
the center. The point is not that the chatbot is worthless in the ther-
apeutic frame. The point is that whether it helps or harms depends
entirely on the human competence surrounding it — and that compe-
tence is exactly what no one has been trained to provide, because the
institution has been busy buying detectors.

There is also a darker register the counseling office cannot ignore.
AI in students’ lives is not only an advice machine; it is also a vector
for harm that lands directly on mental health. The emergence of deep-
fake sextortion targeting students — synthetic intimate images used
for extortion, severe enough that schools have begun pulling student
photos from their own websites — is producing a category of trauma
that did not exist five years ago and that counseling centers are now
receiving [13]. A counselor without AI literacy cannot fully understand [13] Deepfake sextortion forces schools

to remove student photos fromwhat such a student has experienced. The competence I am describing
is not a nicety. It is becoming a condition of doing the job at all.
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The Partnership the Discourse Forgot

Step back and the shape of the whole conversation becomes visible as
an absence. The discourse is saturated with two postures — prohibi-
tion and procurement — and nearly empty of a third: partnership. Al-
most no one in the visible argument is asking what it would mean to
develop AI capability with students and frontline staff rather than im-
posing rules on them. And yet when researchers actually ask students
what they want, the answer is unambiguous. Students are asking for
guidance, not just policy — they want to be taught how to use these
tools well, ethically, and in ways that serve their learning, and they
experience the prohibition-only regime as a failure to meet that need
[22]. The people governed by the policy have been clear about what [22] Students are asking for AI guid-

ance, not just policythey need. The institution has answered with rules.

The gap is generational and structural, but it is not uniform across
the world, and the international evidence is instructive. Work map-
ping AI adoption among health-sciences students in Syria documented
enthusiastic uptake alongside acute institutional barriers — students
using the tools widely while their institutions provided neither guid-
ance nor infrastructure [2]. The same pattern recurs in the Latin [2] Adoption of artificial intelligence

tools among pharmacy students in
Syria: patterns of use, educational
perceptions, and institutional barriers

American frameworks attempting to define how institutions should
appropriate AI deliberately rather than absorb it by accident — a
recognition that the question is institutional design, not individual
permission [20]. Across very different systems, the diagnosis converges: [20] PDF Hacia Un Marco Institu-

cional Para Apropiar La Inteligencia
Artificial

students are ahead, institutions are behind, and the missing element
everywhere is a partnership model that treats AI capability as some-
thing built together.

The partnership framing matters most precisely where the stakes
are highest, which returns us once more to care. There is a real risk,
flagged in the broader analysis of AI’s workplace effects, that ubiq-
uitous reliance on these tools erodes the very skills they appear to
support — that when everyone uses AI, the underlying competence
quietly atrophies [27]. Translate that into the support context and the [27] When Everyone Uses AI, Compa-

nies Risk Losing Critical Skillsdanger is plain: a generation that outsources emotional processing to
a chatbot may arrive at the counseling center with a diminished ca-
pacity for the slow, relational work that actual healing requires. The
answer to that risk is not to ban the tool — the secrecy studies show
prohibition only drives use underground — but to build, in partner-
ship with students, the literacy that lets them use it without being
used by it.
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https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s12909-026-09708-4
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s12909-026-09708-4
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s12909-026-09708-4
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s12909-026-09708-4
https://thedialogue.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/Marco-Institucional-IA-LATAM-1.pdf
https://thedialogue.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/Marco-Institucional-IA-LATAM-1.pdf
https://thedialogue.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/06/Marco-Institucional-IA-LATAM-1.pdf
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Redefining Duty of Care

The category-specific question this week is what AI does to the in-
stitution’s duty of care, and the answer the discourse keeps circling
without naming is that duty of care can no longer stop at the class-
room door or the disciplinary code. For most of the past three years,
higher education has treated AI as an integrity problem with mental-
health side effects. The evidence assembled here argues for the in-
version: AI is a duty-of-care problem with integrity side effects. The
false-accusation cases harm students because the institution mistook
a guess for a judgment [23]. The secrecy culture harms students be- [23] Students are being falsely accused

of using AI. It’s harming them.cause the institution offered prohibition where it should have offered
guidance [14]. And the counseling office is unprepared because the [14] Everyone’s using it, but no one is

allowed to talk about it: Collegeinstitution excluded its frontline carers from the decisions, exactly as
it excluded its faculty [15]. [15] Faculty Often Missing From

University Decisions on AI
To take duty of care seriously is to make three institutional com-

mitments the present discourse resists. The first is to stop pretend-
ing that governance is a substitute for pedagogy — to recognize, as
the European University Association warned, that a policy which re-
stricts without teaching undermines the learning it claims to protect
[17]. The second is to extend AI literacy explicitly into the support [17] Is your university’s responsible AI

policy underminingfunctions — to treat the counselor’s capacity to engage a student’s
chatbot-mediated self-understanding as a core clinical competence,
built deliberately rather than improvised in the moment. The third,
and the one the discourse has barely begun, is to bring the people who
do the caring into the room where the tools are chosen, on the princi-
ple that ethics belongs inside the practice and not bolted on afterward
[7]. [7] AI Ethics - The MIT Press Essen-

tial Knowledge series
None of this is a call to welcome the uninvited third uncritically.

The skepticism that runs through this essay — toward the detector
vendors, the procurement reflex, the technochauvinism that mistakes
a probability for a fact [7] — is the same skepticism the counseling [7] Artificial Unintelligence - How

Computers Misunderstandoffice now needs as a professional tool. The student who arrives pre-
diagnosed by a model needs a counselor who can neither dismiss the
machine nor defer to it, but hold it at the right distance and help the
student do the same. That is not a posture an institution can buy.
It is one it has to build, with its faculty, its carers, and its students,
in the open — which is the one thing the secrecy regime has made
impossible and the one thing the moment demands. The third party is
already in the room. The only question left is whether the institution
will keep pretending it isn’t.

https://www.usatoday.com/story/life/health-wellness/2025/01/22/college-students-ai-allegations-mental-health/77723194007/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/life/health-wellness/2025/01/22/college-students-ai-allegations-mental-health/77723194007/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/life/health-wellness/2025/01/22/college-students-ai-allegations-mental-health/77723194007/
https://arxiv.org/pdf/2602.17720
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https://arxiv.org/pdf/2602.17720
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/faculty/shared-governance/2025/07/22/faculty-often-missing-university-decisions-ai
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/faculty/shared-governance/2025/07/22/faculty-often-missing-university-decisions-ai
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/faculty/shared-governance/2025/07/22/faculty-often-missing-university-decisions-ai
https://www.eua.eu/our-work/expert-voices/is-your-universitys-responsible-ai-policy-undermining-your-students-learning.html
https://www.eua.eu/our-work/expert-voices/is-your-universitys-responsible-ai-policy-undermining-your-students-learning.html
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