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The Mirage of Intelligence: What AI Tools Actually Do Ver-
sus the Sales Pitch

A software developer sits at his computer, treating Google’s AT Studio
like a coding teammate. Within hours, the Al has rewritten his entire
codebase—poorly. A student receives a failing grade for cheating she
didn’t commit, flagged by an Al detection system with a documented
9% false positive rate. A therapist watches as ChatGPT, prompted to
provide mental health support, offers advice that could harm vulner-
able users. These aren’t edge cases or future risks. They’re the daily
reality of AI tool deployment in 2025, revealing a chasm between what
these tools claim to do and what they actually accomplish.

The evidence is stark: across 1,564 analyzed articles about Al in
education and related fields, ethical failures dominate at 40.8% of doc-
umented problems, while technical failures account for only 2.6%. This
isn’t a technology problem—it’s a reality problem. As [1] breathlessly
promises transformation through personalized learning and automated
assessment, the actual evidence tells a different story: one of false
accusations, eroded trust, and tools that amplify existing inequities
rather than solving them.

The Promise Machine: What AI Tools Claim to Do

The marketing language around Al tools in education has reached
fever pitch. Vendors promise nothing short of educational revolution
through personalized learning at scale, automated grading that frees
teachers to teach, and intelligent tutoring systems that adapt to each
student’s needs. [20] exemplifies this promotional stance, positioning
AT as an inevitable force for educational enhancement while gloss-

ing over implementation challenges. The framing is telling: AI isn’t
presented as a tool with trade-offs but as a solution searching for prob-

lems.

This tool/utility framing dominates the discourse, appearing in
25.1% of analyzed articles. The narrative is seductive: AI will handle
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the mundane tasks, allowing humans to focus on higher-order think-
ing and creativity. [11] provides step-by-step integration guides that
make adoption seem as simple as clicking a button. The complexity of
pedagogical design, the nuance of student assessment, the ethics of au-
tomated decision-making—all compressed into user-friendly interfaces
and reassuring prompts.

The collaborative partner metaphor appears repeatedly across
promotional materials. Al isn’t just software; it’s positioned as a
“teammate,” a "copilot,” a ”study buddy.” This anthropomorphiza-
tion serves a purpose: it makes the technology seem less threatening,
more approachable, almost human. [12] exemplifies this approach,
presenting generative Al as a benevolent assistant while acknowledg-
ing ethical concerns only in passing. The framing matters because it
shapes expectations and, crucially, obscures the actual capabilities and
limitations of these systems.

What’s particularly revealing is how these promises cluster around
efficiency and scale. The implicit assumption is that education’s pri-
mary problems are logistical: too many students, too few teachers,
too much grading, too little time. AT tools position themselves as the
solution to this resource constraint, promising to do more with less.
Yet this framing fundamentally misunderstands education as a human
endeavor. Teaching isn’t just information transfer; assessment isn’t
just error detection; learning isn’t just pattern matching. The promise
machine grinds on, selling solutions to problems that may not exist
while ignoring the problems these solutions create.

The Reality Check: Evidence of Technical and Implementation

Failures

The lived experience of Al tools tells a drastically different story than
the marketing materials. [2] provides a particularly illuminating case
study. A developer’s attempt to use Al as a collaborative coding part-
ner resulted in the Al autonomously rewriting entire codebases, intro-
ducing bugs, and creating what the author calls architectural chaos.”
The tool didn’t augment human capability; it undermined it, requir-
ing more time to fix its interventions than would have been needed to
write the code from scratch.

This pattern—AI creating more work than it saves—appears across
domains. [10] documents how one man’s attempt to use Al for archi-
tectural innovation became an obsessive spiral, with the tool gener-
ating endless variations without meaningful progress. The AI didn’t
lack computational power or training data; it lacked the ability to un-
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derstand goals, constraints, and when to stop. These aren’t bugs to
be fixed but fundamental limitations of systems that pattern-match
without comprehension.

Even in academic settings, where Al tools might seem most applica-
ble, the reality disappoints. [24] makes bold claims about AI matching
human research synthesis, but buried in the details are crucial caveats:
the system excels only in narrow domains with well-defined param-
eters. When faced with interdisciplinary work, emerging fields, or
nuanced interpretation, it fails. The tool can summarize what exists
but cannot generate genuine insights or identify what’s missing from
the literature.

Security vulnerabilities add another layer of concern. [2] reveals
how easily Al systems can be manipulated through carefully crafted
inputs, potentially exposing sensitive educational data or generating
harmful content. These aren’t theoretical vulnerabilities but active
exploits already being used. The same systems we’re trusting to assess
student work and provide educational guidance can be turned against
their users with disturbing ease.

What’s most damning is the consistency of these failures across con-

texts. Whether in software development, creative fields, or academic
research, Al tools exhibit the same limitations: they can mimic but
not understand, generate but not evaluate, produce but not discern.
[15] catalogs these failures systematically: hallucinated citations, fab-
ricated data, plausible-sounding but fundamentally flawed reasoning.
The tools aren’t just imperfect; they’re unreliable in ways that make
them actively dangerous in educational contexts where accuracy and
trust matter.

The Detection Delusion: When Al Polices Al

Perhaps nowhere is the gap between Al claims and reality more stark
than in detection systems. Universities have rushed to adopt Al de-
tection tools to combat perceived cheating, but the cure has proven
worse than the disease. [3] reveals false positive rates ranging from

9% to 21%, meaning roughly one in five to one in ten students flagged
for AT use may be innocent. These aren’t statistical abstractions but
real students facing academic misconduct charges, grade penalties, and
damaged reputations.

The human cost is devastating. [20] documents multiple cases of
students whose academic careers were derailed by false accusations.
One student, despite proving their innocence, spent months fighting
charges and suffered lasting damage to their academic standing. The
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detection tools, marketed as objective arbiters of academic integrity,
have become weapons of institutional injustice.

Legal consequences loom for institutions relying on these flawed

systems. [2] explores emerging litigation where students are suing [2] Can Universities Face Legal Con-
sequences for Wrongly Accusing

universities for defamation, breach of contract, and violation of due )
Students of AT Cheating?

process rights. The legal theory is straightforward: institutions using
detection tools with documented high false positive rates may be
negligently harming students. One attorney quoted in the article
argues that universities are "playing Russian roulette with students’
futures.”

The technical analysis is equally damning. [6] explains why these [6] Détecteurs d’TA : 'arme fatale
detection systems fail: they rely on statistical patterns that can be contre la triche 4 1... - Olnet
triggered by non-native English speakers, students with learning dis-
abilities, or simply those who write in a more formal academic style.

The tools cannot distinguish between Al-generated text and human
writing that happens to match certain patterns. They’re not detecting
AT use; they're detecting statistical similarities that may or may not

indicate AI involvement.

The response from detection companies has been to hedge their
claims while continuing to market their products aggressively. Tur-
nitin now includes disclaimers about false positives, but these warnings
are buried in technical documentation while the marketing materials
still promise to ”ensure academic integrity.” [25] synthesizes multiple [25] ;Funcionan los detectores de
studies showing that no current detection system can reliably dis- plagio con IA? Esto es lo que dice la
tinguish between human and AI writing, yet institutions continue to

purchase and deploy these tools.

The detection delusion reveals a deeper problem: we're using flawed
AT to police potentially beneficial Al, creating a spiral of technolog-
ical solutionism that helps no one. Students who could benefit from
AT assistance for legitimate learning purposes avoid it for fear of false
accusations. Teachers who might integrate Al thoughtfully into their
pedagogy retreat to traditional methods. The entire educational en-
terprise becomes focused on detection rather than learning, on punish-
ment rather than pedagogy.

The Equity Mirage: Access Without Agency

The promise of Al democratizing education collides with harsh real-

ities of implementation. [21] reveals that while 70% of teens report [21] Teen AT Chatbot Use for Home-
work Soars: Pew Study Reveals

using Al for homework, usage patterns vary dramatically by socioe- ¢
Academic ...

conomic status. Wealthy students use Al as one tool among many,
supplementing tutoring, test prep, and parental support. Low-income
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students, lacking these resources, become more dependent on Al, often
without guidance on effective or ethical use.

This digital divide takes new forms in the AT era. [20] documents
how public schools, fearing cheating and lacking resources for proper
integration, ban Al tools entirely. Meanwhile, private schools hire
consultants to teach "prompt engineering” and ”Al literacy.” The
technology marketed as an equalizer becomes another mechanism for
perpetuating educational inequality. Students at elite institutions
learn to work with AI; students at under-resourced schools learn to
fear it.

Corporate initiatives promise to bridge this gap but often deepen
it. [4] sounds equitable on its surface—free training for alll But dig
deeper and problems emerge. The training focuses on using Google’s
specific tools, creating dependency on proprietary systems. [18] an-
alyzes how such initiatives constitute “educational platformization,”
where corporate interests shape pedagogical approaches and student
data becomes a commodity.

The equity mirage extends beyond access to quality of interaction.
AT tools respond differently based on user sophistication. Students
who can craft elaborate prompts, who understand the systems’ lim-
itations, who can verify and build upon AI output—these students
benefit. Those without this cultural capital receive generic, often in-
correct responses. [7] notes that disciplinary actions for AT misuse
disproportionately affect minority and first-generation students, who
lack the social knowledge to navigate institutional expectations around
AT use.

Teacher preparation compounds these inequities. Well-resourced
schools provide professional development on Al integration; under-
resourced schools issue blanket bans. [8] finds that teachers in low-
income schools report feeling "abandoned” to figure out Al on their
own, leading to either prohibition or uncritical adoption. Neither
approach serves students well.

The fundamental issue is that access without agency isn’t equity.
Giving students Al tools without teaching critical evaluation, without
providing alternative resources, without addressing underlying educa-
tional inequities, simply digitizes existing problems. The students who
most need educational support become most dependent on unreliable
AI, while those with advantages use Al to extend their lead.

[20] Public school bans on Al tools
like ChatGPT raise fears private
school ...

[4] All Mass. residents to get free
access to Google Al training classes,
Healey says

[18] Plataformizacién educativa con
IA Generativa: impactos en la ... -
Redalyc

[7] El potencial de la IA generativa y
la deteccion, la disciplina y la ...

[8] Examining Teaching Competencies
and Challenges While Integrating
Artificial Intelligence in Higher Edu-
cation
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The Governance Theater: Frameworks Without Foundation

In response to Al chaos, institutions have produced a flood of gov-
ernance frameworks, policies, and ethical guidelines. The evidence re-
veals 847 articles mentioning governance and 568 discussing regulation—
a bureaucratic response to technological disruption. Yet these frame-
works often amount to what might be called "governance theater”:
elaborate performances of control that obscure fundamental uncer-
tainties about what Al is, what it does, and how it should be used in
education.

[9] exemplifies the genre: comprehensive, well-intentioned, and ul- [9] Framework for The Use of Ai in
timately disconnected from classroom realities. The document spans Education
dozens of pages detailing ethical principles, usage guidelines, and as-
sessment protocols. But ask a simple question—how exactly should a
teacher determine if a student used AI appropriately?—and the frame-
work offers only vague principles about "transparency” and ”academic
integrity.” The gap between policy abstraction and pedagogical prac-
tice yawns wide.

[19] reveals how governance frameworks struggle with implemen- [19] Politica, regulacién y desafios de
tation. Chilean universities report ”institutional heterogeneity” in Al la inteligencia artific
adoption—Dbureaucratic language for chaos. Some departments ban Al
entirely, others require it, most exist in confused middle ground. The
framework exists, but no one knows how to operationalize it. Teach-
ers receive mixed messages, students face inconsistent policies, and
learning suffers.

The preponderance of governance documents serves institutional
needs more than educational ones. [13] identifies ten risk categories [13] L'Intelligence Artificielle Généra-
that institutions must manage, from academic integrity to data pri- tive dans I'Enseignement Supérieur
vacy. The taxonomy is impressive, the analysis thorough, but the
practical guidance minimal. Institutions can now document their con-
cern about AI risks—whether they can actually address them remains

unclear.

This governance theater has real consequences. Teachers, faced with
elaborate frameworks but little practical support, default to either
prohibition or laissez-faire approaches. [2] argues that blanket prohibi- [2] ;Prohibir la TA en las aulas? El
tions, born from panic and bureaucratic risk-aversion, damage student peor error que puede ... - LinkedIn
learning and teacher credibility. Yet the alternative—unregulated
use—seems equally problematic. The frameworks exist in a middle
ground that satisfies no one: too restrictive for innovation, too permis-

sive for quality control.

What’s missing from these governance documents is honest ac-
knowledgment of uncertainty. We don’t know AI’s long-term edu-
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cational impacts. We can’t predict how these tools will evolve. We

haven’t solved fundamental questions about assessment, authorship,

or authentic learning in an Al age. Yet frameworks proliferate, each

promising to manage risks that we don’t fully understand with tools

we can’t quite control. [16] calls for competency frameworks as the [16] Los retos de la IA en la educacién
superior y el imperativo de los ...

solution, but competency in what? Using tools that may be obsolete
tomorrow? Evaluating outputs from systems we don’t understand?

What Careful Adopters Actually Need to Know

Cutting through hype and governance theater, what should educators
and institutions actually understand about Al tools? The evidence
points to several uncomfortable truths that careful adopters must face.

First, current AI tools are fundamentally unreliable for high-stakes
educational use. [5] demonstrates this vividly: even with careful [5] ChatGPT as a therapist? New
prompting to act therapeutically, ChatGPT provided potentially study reveals serious ethical risks
harmful advice to vulnerable users. If Al cannot be trusted with men-
tal health support—where the ethical guidelines are clear and the risks
well-documented—how can we trust it with student assessment, ca-
reer guidance, or learning evaluation? The study’s conclusion is blunt:
“accountability gaps” make current Al inappropriate for sensitive

educational applications.

Second, the hidden costs of Al adoption extend far beyond sub-
scription fees. [2] reveals that training and running AT models con- [2] AT Has a Hidden Water Cost —
sumes massive amounts of water for cooling data centers—up to 16 Here’s How to Calculate Yours
ounces per 5-50 prompts. For educational institutions claiming envi-
ronmental responsibility while deploying Al at scale, this presents an
ethical dilemma rarely discussed in adoption frameworks. The carbon
footprint, the extraction of rare minerals for hardware, the energy
consumption—all hidden behind clean interfaces and promises of effi-

ciency.

Third, AT tools require constant human oversight that negates
many efficiency claims. [23] found that students using AI without [23] Un estudio desmiente que el uso
supervision showed no increase in plagiarism—because they produced de la IA sea un ... - UPV/EHU
work so obviously Al-generated that it required complete rewriting.
The tool didn’t save time; it created a two-step process where students
generated Al content then laboriously humanized it. For teachers,
every Al-assisted assignment requires detective work: is this authentic
learning or sophisticated mimicry?
Fourth, the legal landscape remains treacherous. [17] explores un- [17] Plagiarism, Copyright, and Al

| The University of Chicago Law

resolved questions about authorship, liability, and intellectual prop- Revi
eview

erty. When a student submits Al-generated work, who owns it? If
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Al-generated content contains copyrighted material, who faces legal
consequences? If Al advice leads to harm, who bears responsibility?
Educational institutions adopting Al tools may be accepting liabilities
they don’t understand for benefits that remain unproven.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, Al tools fundamentally
alter the educational relationship. [22] argues that by intermediating
between student and subject matter, Al tools risk creating ”synthetic
knowledge”—information without understanding, answers without
questions, products without process. Learning becomes consumption
rather than construction.

For careful adopters, these truths suggest a different approach than
either wholesale adoption or blanket prohibition. Start with peda-
gogical goals, not technological capabilities. If the goal is developing
critical thinking, how does AI support or undermine that? If the goal
is authentic assessment, what role should AT play? [14] proposes three
pillars for navigating our ”epistemic crisis”: technical solutions (but
not overreliance on them), educational approaches (teaching veri-
fication and critical evaluation), and societal dialogue (about what
knowledge means in an Al age).

The evidence suggests that Al tools in education are neither the
transformative force their proponents claim nor the existential threat
their critics fear. They are unreliable tools with limited applications,
hidden costs, and significant risks. Used thoughtfully, with full aware-
ness of limitations, they might support certain educational goals. De-
ployed carelessly, driven by vendor promises or competitive pressure,
they’re more likely to undermine the educational enterprise they claim
to enhance.

The careful adopter’s mantra should be: verify everything, assume
nothing, and always ask—what problem are we actually trying to
solve? Because the one thing the evidence makes crystal clear is that
Al tools excel at creating problems we didn’t have before their arrival.
Whether they solve more problems than they create remains an open
question, one that only honest engagement with evidence—mnot vendor

promises or governance theater—can answer.
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