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Abstract

The advent of ChatGPT and other generative artificial intelligence systems has rekindled de-
bates in higher education about ethical uses of technology. Through focus groups, this study
explores how college students (7 = 22) and faculty members (7 = 13) from journalism and mass
communication (JMC) programs view the role of Al in education. Specifically, we examine per-
ceived opportunities and threats, and views on ethical Al use. Participants generally agreed that
Al is a good starting point for conducting research, studying, or preparing lessons but can easily
become a crutch. The main areas of disagreement were whether students should be consulted
before Al policies are finalized and what constitutes plagiarism and other forms of academic
dishonesty. We discuss implications for students and educators in JMC programs.

Introduction

'The recent interest in artificial intelligence is large-
ly due to the widespread availability of systems such
as ChatGPT, Gemini, and Claude. Generative Al is
of growing relevance for journalism and media ed-
ucation (Pavlik, 2023). Professors increasingly use it
to help with tasks like planning instruction, creating
materials, and facilitating assessments (“The 2023
Educator Al Report,” 2023). Students have found
many use cases for studying, conducting research, and
receiving real-time feedback (Bala & Colvin, 2023).
The sophistication of generative Al has rekindled
debates on college campuses about ethical uses of
technology. Concerns have surfaced about academic
dishonesty and its impact on student critical-think-
ing and problem-solving abilities (Heaven, 2023).
In response, universities have created Al guidelines
with suggested language for professors to adopt (“The
Learning Network,” 2023).

Yet some institutions have yet to weigh in, and
many students and professors disagree about what
constitutes acceptable Al use (Barrett & Pack, 2023).
Few studies have explored Al’s role in JMC educa-
tion (Demmar & Neff, 2023). Researchers have in-
terviewed and surveyed professors (Biswas & Bland,
2024; Okela, 2024) and administrators (Wenger,
Hossain, & Senseman, 2024), but students’ voic-
es have largely been missing. This study helps to fill
that gap through focus groups with college students
(n = 22) and faculty members (n = 13) from JMC
programs. We examine perceived opportunities and
threats, and views on ethical Al use.

Literature Review
Threats and Opportunities Framework
The threats and opportunities framework has been
used in a range of fields to explore complex and con-
sequential decisions (Ardelean ez a/,, 2015; Benzaghta
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et al., 2021; Brooks ez al., 2014; Dyson, 2004). This
approach is also known as the SWOT analysis, which
stands for strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and
threats (Leiber ez a/., 2020; Sabbaghi & Vaidyana-
than, 2004). Because of the dramatic advancements in
and adoption of learning technologies in higher edu-
cation, many scholars have used SWO'T analyses to
address these issues and to conduct strategic planning
(Benzaghta ez al., 2021).

Strengths refer to the internal elements of an
organization that facilitate reaching its goals, while
weaknesses are those internal elements that interfere
with organizational success. Opportunities—external
aspects that help an organization reach its goals—are
not only positive environmental aspects but also op-
portunities to address gaps and initiate new activities.
Threats, on the other hand, are aspects of the organi-
zation’s external environment that are barriers or po-
tential barriers to reaching its goals (pp. 54-55).

This approach finds its underpinnings in the
widely used cost-benefit analysis theory in econom-
ics and marketing disciplines (Dréze & Stern, 1987;
Puyt ez al, 2020). The theory “offers clear guidelines
for the evaluation of decisions” in varied fields (Dréze
& Stern, 1987, p.909). The basic principle underlying
the threats and opportunities framework is to assess
whether the benefits derived from a particular action
outweigh the costs incurred (Boardman ez al., 2017).

In this study, we focus on perceived threats and
opportunities for Al use for a range of tasks (an exter-
nal aspect) rather than the strengths and weaknesses
(the internal elements) of the universities represented
in our sample. We explore whether participants per-
ceive the benefits derived from using Al to outweigh
the costs incurred.

Generative Al in Higher Education:
Opportunities and Threats

Market pressures, competitive dynamics, technologi-
cal advancements, and a pervasive sense of hype and
hope have prompted media organizations to adopt
generative Al (Simon, 2024). Given Al’s potential
to increase efficiency in content production, it is an
alluring addition to the classroom as educators pre-
pare students for the workforce (Demmar & Neff,
2023; Luttrell, Wallace, McCollough, & Lee, 2000).
Journalism programs are proceeding with caution.
Those included in a recent study had yet to develop a
comprehensive Al instruction plan. Instead, program
leaders largely left the decision of whether and how to

use Al to faculty members (Wenger, Hossain, & Sen-
seman, 2024). Another study found that more than
half of JMC professors had used Al in their teaching
and more planned to do so in the near future (Biswas
& Bland, 2024).

Among the ways that Al can help educators:
lesson planning, customizing learning experiences,
compiling handouts and other learning materials,
creating rubrics and grading quizzes, giving instan-
taneous feedback, and streamlining communication
with students outside of class (Alasadin & Baiz, 2023;
Baidoo-Anu & Ansah, 2023; Finley, 2023; Okela,
2024; Timms, 2016). Al can help students generate
ideas for projects, conduct initial research, take notes
and create outlines, have concepts explained in a vari-
ety of ways, and get feedback on writing and editing
(Bala & Colvin, 2023). Some have described Al as
an after-hours tutor (Roose, 2023), which may benefit
students with different learning styles and be espe-
cially useful for students with learning disabilities or
language barriers (Bala & Colvin, 2023).

Concerns about Al use often center on academ-
ic dishonesty and shortcuts taken to circumvent the
learning process (Bala & Colvin, 2023). Many JMC
professors have addressed cheating in their course
policies (Biswas & Bland, 2024). Educators have ex-
pressed concern about a loss of critical thinking and
writing skills, uncritical adoption of biased citation
practices, and blurring of authorship (Bala & Colvin,
2023). Educational technology experts encourage in-
structors to check Al-produced information for accu-
racy and usefulness before it reaches students (Finley,
2023). 'They advise educators to consider the data Al
tools draw upon, which may vary in quality or be out-
dated. Algorithmic bias is another concern because
it can occur without discriminatory intent (Zeide,
2019).

Others have expressed concern that overreliance
on Al risks atrophying students’ ability and willing-
ness to interact with instructors and peers (Bala &
Colvin, 2023) and “threatens key ideals of schools
being pedagogically oriented, physically co-present
and bounded institutions” (Johannessen, Rasmussen,
& Haldar, 2023, p. 1). Some have observed that the
relationship between students and faculty has become
increasingly adversarial as faculty are on high alert for
cases of cheating and students feel they are not trust-

ed to act ethically (Roose, 2023).
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Ethical Considerations and Recommendations
Despite these legitimate concerns, education experts
conclude that banning Al is “naive and misguided”
given its widespread availability and use in the work-
force (Hodges & Ocak, 2023). Educators must care-
tully consider ethical implications of adopting Al
(Timms, 2016) and ensure that its use aligns with
course learning outcomes (Demmar & Neff, 2023).
Journalism school administrators unanimously agreed
that an ethical foundation for Al use is essential
but were unsure of the path to achieving that goal
(Wenger, Hossain, & Senseman, 2024).

Experts recommend that educators discuss with
students what constitutes appropriate uses and appli-
cations of Al and help them think critically about the
limitations of these tools (Bala & Colvin, 2023). One
report advises educators to prohibit use of Al when
it interferes with students’ ability to develop founda-
tional skills and to allow its use with attribution so
long as students verify the accuracy of Al-generated
content (Bala & Colvin, 2023).

'This study builds on existing research on oppor-
tunities and threats, and ethical uses of Al in higher
education by asking:

RQ1: What do JMC students and faculty
perceive as the most significant opportunities
presented by generative Al for teaching and
learning?

RQ2: What do students and faculty perceive
as the most significant concerns or threats
presented by generative Al for teaching and
learning?

RQ3: How do students and faculty envision
policies that address ethical uses of generative
Al in the academic environment?

Method

Members of the research team conducted seven focus
groups: four with college students (z = 22) studying
JMC and three with faculty members (7 = 13) who
teach in that field. Students attended an East Coast
university; faculty members represented that institu-
tion and eight other U.S. universities. To recruit stu-
dent participants, we posted fliers in academic build-
ings. E-mails were sent to faculty members at that
university and to those in researchers’ networks.

'The student sample included 15 women and sev-
en men, all sophomores, juniors, or seniors who have
taken a range of JMC courses. Among faculty mem-
bers, seven were female and six were male. They rep-

resent a variety of ranks: lecturer, assistant teaching
professor, assistant professor, and associate professor.
Several taught in journalism schools; others in depart-
ments of communication or mass communication.
Their courses included journalism history, ethics, and
philosophy; news writing and reporting; data analysis;
introduction to journalism and mass communication;
introduction to public relations; international com-
munication; research methods; and feminist media
theory.

Focus group sessions included four to eight
participants and lasted between 35 and 50 minutes.
Faculty focus groups were virtual; students were in
person. Questions were split into several categories:
familiarity with and use of Al, opportunities for Al
in teaching and learning, challenges and threats, and
ethical considerations.

Focus group transcripts were uploaded to NVivo.
We used an inductive approach to data analysis rath-
er than relying on a pre-existing coding framework.
Following the phases of thematic analysis (Braun &
Clarke, 2006), we read through transcripts multiple
times, noting initial ideas and generating initial codes.
We then collated codes into potential themes and
generated a thematic map of the analysis. Finally, we
defined and refined themes, placing conceptually sim-
ilar responses into categories. Categories and themes
are shown in Table 1.

Results
Participants had mixed feelings about Al use for
teaching and learning. Representative is a student’s
comment that, “On the positive side it’s a good start-
ing point, but on the negative side, if you use it too
often it can become a crutch.” We begin by examining
perceived opportunities and threats.

Perceived Opportunities

RQ1 asked what participants perceived as the most
significant opportunities presented by Al. Most com-
monly mentioned were opportunities to get inspira-
tion for lessons or assignments, help with the early
stages of projects, and outsource routine tasks. We
explore faculty and student responses separately.

Faculty Member Uses

A majority of faculty participants had either used or
planned to use Al in their courses. They observed that
Al could help them lesson plan and explain concepts,
develop course materials, create and grade assess-
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Table 1: Categories and Themes
Category Theme Definition
Opportunities Inspiration Using Al as a starting point to brainstorm and generate
ideas
Explanation Using Al to explain concepts
Assessment Using Al to grade student work
Analysis Using Al to analyze large datasets
Critical Thinking Teaching lessons about critically evaluating Al-generated
content
Copy Editing Using Al to check for grammar, punctuation, style, etc.
Outsourcing Using Al to complete routine tasks

Threats/Concerns | Academic dishonesty

Using Al to cheat, plagiarize, and/or fabricate/falsify

information

Distrust Skepticism and doubt about students’academic integrity

Uncritical Thinking Using Al as a crutch in ways that damage students’
critical thinking capacity/skills

Lack of Preparation Al overreliance leading students to cheat themselves and
be unprepared for work

Policies/Ethics Transparency Clear expectations about appropriate Al use; disclosing

when Al has been used

Consistency Following one’s own Al policy; standardization of
policies across an academic institution

Input Seeking student feedback on Al policies

Preparedness Helping students understand how to use Al ethically so
they are career ready

Originality of Thought Questions regarding what constitutes one’s own thinking

and wording when using Al

Writing Structure

Questions regarding how much Al should be used to
organize one’s ideas on the page

ments, teach data analysis and critical thinking skills,
and handle routine tasks.

Inspiration and explanation. Professors agreed that
Al can be useful for lesson planning and explain-
ing concepts. Several used it to generate case studies
for in-class exercises and to get inspiration for other
learning activities. Others used it to help teach con-
cepts in new ways. Said a professor, “I've developed
habits over the years about how I teach a particular
technique or approach, and sometimes students con-
ceptually don't get it. I've begun to ask Al, ‘Explain
this concept to me in 10 different ways, using differ-
ent frames, or stories, or background.’ I've asked it to
explain it using characters from Dr. Seuss.”

Students had mixed views on whether faculty
members should use Al for lesson planning and to ex-
plain concepts. Some had no issue with it, but others
telt it “cheapens the value of the degree.” One com-
mented that, “Instead of having a person with author-
ity and experience coming up with materials, I would
just be learning from AL” Another said, “I feel like it’s
professors’ job to make the material learnable. I think
[using Al] is kind of like doing the job for them.”
Assessments. Views were mixed about Al and assess-
ments. Several professors who taught lecture courses
used Al to create exam questions and evaluate stu-
dents’ discussion board contributions. A professor
who uses it to assess online posts also has a teaching
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assistant verify student contributions. Using Al has
“freed us up to be able to focus on productive, useful
teedback rather than having to quantify every post,”
the professor said. Others said they would consider
using Al to grade multiple choice test answers. Stu-
dents were open to this if it meant getting back grades
quicker. Professors who taught journalism and public
relations skills courses that emphasize writing felt that
all feedback should come from them. “I take a real
interest in how students are putting their thoughts
together; I wouldn’t want to rely on Al for [assessing
writing],”a journalism professor said. Students agreed
that Al should not be used to grade writing, with one
commenting that “I want professors to read my work
themselves—AI shouldn’t be used to grade essays, but
everything else is fair game.”

Critical thinking. Several professors integrated Al
into lessons to teach students to think critically about
Al-generated content. A public relations professor
asked students to compare a press release they wrote
with an Al-generated press release. A journalism pro-
tessor assigned students to fact checka ChatGP'T-pro-
duced news story and identify inaccuracies.
Analysis. Other professors assigned students to use
Al to analyze data. Those who taught data analysis
courses generally felt that Al had the most prom-
ise. A professor who teaches data journalism said, “I
originally thought, ‘this is probably going to present
challenges for my colleagues who teach writing, but
it’s going to be useful for me in my teaching,” and
it’s played out that way.” That professor covers how
to ask Al questions that produce useful results and
help problem solve. “Previously, I'd have students who
would just hit a wall [with coding] and spend hours
staring at a screen, but Al has helped give them the
tools to avoid that.”

Outsourcing. Faculty participants used Al to au-
tomate tasks like creating templates, sending mass
e-mails, and transcribing interviews. Some said said
that while Al could be used to write boilerplate lan-
guage on syllabi and other course materials, it likely
wouldn't be a time saver. Students generally did not
see a problem with this use of Al so long as the main
ideas included in course materials came from facul-
ty members. Professors did not use Al chatbots to
outsource communication with students. Some were
open to doing so, but others said they did not trust
Al for that purpose. Most students were OK with
professors using Al to send announcements but did

not like the idea TA-like chatbots. “That defeats the

whole purpose of their job,” one said. “It reminds me
of when you call customer service and there’s a robot
trying to help but they aren’t and you're just trying to
get to a real person.”

Student Uses

Students viewed Al as useful in the early stages of
writing assignments but felt that overreliance on it
was a problem. Said one, “I feel like it can be a short-
cut, but if the technology is available why wouldn’t
you make it easier on yourself and be more efficient?”
Inspiration. Al helped students generate ideas and
angles for stories, avoid writer’s block, and overcome
procrastination. One said, “If I don’t understand how
to start a writing prompt, Al will give me ideas and
help me brainstorm.” Another commented, “In my PR
writing class, we had to write a press release, which I'd
never done, so I asked [Al] to write me a press release
and it gave me the breakdown of what goes where.”
Explanation. Most students felt Al is useful to create
study guides and comprehend course material. One
said, “I can ask it a question from my homework, and
it will give me a quick answer. Then I go back to my
notes.” Many used it when they needed an explana-
tion of a concept. Yet several said they did not use
Al for this purpose because they felt it would make
them lazy. “I feel like anything I could look up [on
ChatGPT] could be found by looking at other re-
sources or talking to peers or a tutor.” Professors had
no problem with students using Al as a study aide so
long as they verify information and didn’t view it as a
replacement for office hours.

Copy editing. Students generally saw no issue with
using Al-powered editing and proofreading tools. “I
can just use Grammarly or ChatGPT grammar check
and it comes back and it’s as if I went to the writing
center,” one said. Yet some felt that overreliance on
these tools—particularly in skills courses that list ed-
iting and proofreading as learning outcomes—is one
of the main ways that Al becomes a crutch. Professors
shared this concern, but several thought these tools
could be useful for students who need extra help.
Outsourcing. Students saw no issue with using Al to
format cover letters, resumes, and other internship/
job application materials. While some acknowledged
that Al is unreliable for creating a bibliography or
making sure an article adheres to APA or AP style,

they still used it for this because it was a time saver.
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Perceived Threats

RQ2 asked what participants perceived as the most
significant concerns or threats. Concerns about aca-
demic integrity violations were widespread. Facul-
ty members felt assessing student work had become
more difficult, and students worried that faculty dis-
trust might negatively impact them.

Faculty Member Concerns

Academic dishonesty. Since ChatGPT launched,
professors spent considerably more time trying to
identify cases of cheating, plagiarism, and falsifica-
tion. A professor who runs students’ reflective writing
assignments through generative Al checkers com-
mented that “there are so many that you cant depend
on one to figure it out, which is time consuming.”
Another said, “I already had worked hard to devel-
op assignments and projects where students couldn’t
cheat, and then [with AI] I thought, ‘Oh, great, now
here’s something else I have to think about.” A pro-
fessor who assigns a lot of homework worried that
“once [students] get overloaded, they’re going to start
using Al as an easy way to get the work done.” A fac-
ulty member who teaches journalism shared a related
concern: “I can imagine a student who’s stuck saying,
‘Why don't I put all my quotes into ChatGPT and
see if it can write a lead.”

Uncritical thinking. Professors worried that students
would become so reliant on Al that they would not
develop critical thinking skills or that their skills
would atrophy, resulting in an inability to assess infor-
mation sources, make original arguments, and identi-
fy issues in their writing. A professor put it bluntly:
“My concern is that Al is going to make people stu-
pid. The more tools we get, the less thinking we do.”
Another commented, “If you start by throwing stuft
into ChatGPT, it’s going to spit stuff out and you’ll
miss out on early steps [of the writing process], which
require critical thinking.” Al “can be a detriment in
certain circumstances and a positive in others,” a dif-
ferent professor said. “For a coding class, it’s useful,
but for a writing class, it’s a crutch that we don’t want
students using when they’re supposed to be learning
to write in a journalistic style.”

Student Concerns

Distrust/false accusations. Students’ primary concern
was being falsely accused of Al misuse. While fac-
ulty participants didn't think their relationship with
students had changed since the release of ChatGP'T,

students sensed that faculty had grown more distrust-
ful of them. A student commented, “I think teachers
have this mindset where nothing students turn in is
their original work.” Another said that when he first
heard about ChatGPT; he assumed professors would
“get paranoid that people are cheating on essays, and
it turns out I was right.” A different student said that
after a professor caught a cheater, she converted as-
signments from virtual to in person because “she no
longer trusts students.” These experiences made some
students swear off Al altogether, with one saying, “I'm
petrified of using it because I don’t want to fail.”
Lack of preparation. Participants worried that over-
reliance on Al would leave students ill-prepared for
their careers. “I'm concerned that a lot of my class-
mates don’t know what they’re doing because they’re
using Al and won't be equipped to do these jobs,” a
student said. Several described getting instantaneous
answers from Al as an addiction. “I use it to see if 1
have a good idea or if I am thinking about something
the right way, and it’s easy to get carried away.”

Policies on Al Use

RQ3 asked about views on Al ethics policies. Many
felt that professors should be transparent about their
expectations and be consistent in upholding policies.
There was disagreement about who should be con-
sulted before creating guidelines, and what consti-
tutes ethical use of Al on writing assignments.

Transparency and Consistency

Most faculty members included Al policies in their
syllabi. Several wished they had received more guid-
ance from their institutions about what to include in
these policies, with one professor saying, “I feel like
we’re on our own. I don’t think that works well be-
cause students come back and say, “There’s no [insti-
tution-wide] policy, what should we do?”

Students felt that professors should be trans-
parent about their policies, particularly about what
constitutes plagiarism and how students should cite
Al-generated content. Some observed that their
professors had vastly different policies, which led to
confusion. A professor heard such feedback from stu-
dents. “At the institution level, we don’t have a clear
Al policy. Students do assignments using ChatGPT
in some classes because it’s not banned, and in oth-
ers they are told it’s cheating.” Many students wanted
professors to abide by the same rules they set for stu-
dents. For instance, if professors ask students not to
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use Al to generate content for class assignments, they
should do the same, otherwise “that’s hypocritical,” a
student said.

Input
One area of disagreement was whether and how stu-
dents should be included in conversations about ap-
propriate Al use. Students wanted a seat at the ta-
ble, arguing that these policies directly affect them.
One commented, “I feel like when it’s just teachers
and deans in a room talking about issues, that echo
chamber is a problem.” Another said it’s important for
faculty members and administrators to hear directly
from students because “they automatically think co-
py-and-paste cheating is rampant, but that’s not what
most of us [students] use Al for. Someone needs to be
there to defend our case before decisions are made.”
Yet few professors had included students in such
conversations. Views were mixed on whether doing
so would be constructive. “We’re teaching them how
to use these tools that make their life easier and more
efficient,” one professor argued. “So, I think keeping
them out of the conversation is hypocritical.” Another
said she could imagine asking graduate students for
teedback because class size is small and students are
advanced. But in her large undergraduate class, she
telt she needed a clear-cut policy before the semester
began to avoid confusion. Several professors thought
that asking for any student feedback could backfire,
with one saying, “You're inviting trouble”if you let un-

dergraduates help dictate policy.

Preparedness
Professors and students overwhelmingly were against
Al bans, which they felt were neither realistic nor
sensible. “The danger is that we overact and go into
crackdown mode, which won't serve anyone well,” a
professor said. “The harder and more necessary con-
versation is how we’re going to change our assign-
ments and the way we grade.” Several professors not-
ed that students need to learn how to use Al ethically
to be career ready. One said that “in the PR indus-
try people are using [Al] so it’s kind of stupid for us
to ban it in the classroom.” A journalism professor
shared that belief. “Students will be using this pro-
fessionally in newsrooms so they might as well know
how to use it.” Students overwhelmingly agreed with
this sentiment.

For instance, most felt that they should be al-
lowed to use Al editing and proofreading tools be-

cause these are commonly used in their industries.

Views on AI Policies

‘There were notable areas of overlap in faculty mem-
bers’ Al policies. Several adopted a rule that students
cannot use Al unless it is explicitly part of an assign-
ment. Others asked students to disclose how they
used Al Some told students that Al is like Wikipe-
dia: “a good place to start but a bad place to end.”
Using Al to start exploring a topic is OK, but then
more credible sources are necessary. A public relations
professor has a “ChatGPT yes, sometimes, and no
policy,” which others in the focus group said aligned
with theirs. According to this policy, ChatGPT is fine
to use in conducting client research so long as stu-
dents vet that information. It’s sometimes OK to use
in the beginning stage when brainstorming campaign
ideas. It’s a hard no for producing campaign content.
Writing structure. Professors were against students
using Al for high-level writing tasks but were more
open to them using it to help them structure their
ideas. As a journalism professor noted, “I don’t want
them using [AI] to write the rough draft. But if it
somehow could clarify their thinking in terms of or-
ganizing a story, I wouldnt be nearly as opposed to
that.”

Originality of thought. Students generally agreed
with professors that Al should be allowed to con-
duct initial research, identify potential sources, and
help with outlines. One said, “If youre using Al to
brainstorm, it’s not bad, but if you’re just copying and
pasting, that’s not OK.” Students acknowledged that
using Al-generated text verbatim without citation is
plagiarism. Especially egregious is lifting full passag-
es. There was disagreement, however, about whether
using short Al-generated passages without citation
is unethical. Said a student, “It’s fine if Al helps you
come up with an idea, but the second you start steal-
ing sentences, you're done.” Some students said a good
workaround is to change a few words or rearrange a
sentence. Others felt that was a gray area. “It’s defi-
nitely a shortcut,” a student commented, “but I'm not
sure I consider it fully cheating.” Others called that
practice “fancy plagiarism.” Said a student, “You're just
using the same framework but tweaking it, which is

basically copying and pasting.”

Discussion
Many findings in this study are relevant to educators
across disciplines. Professors and students identified a
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range of opportunities and threats, with many believ-
ing that generative Al tools are a good starting point
but can easily become a crutch. Consistent with prior
research, professors felt that Al could help them with
lesson planning, compiling learning materials, and
creating/grading assessments. Students saw opportu-
nities to generate ideas, outline their work, and find
explanations of concepts. There was some disagree-
ment about whether references/citations and proof-
reading/following style guides were tasks that should
be outsourced, or whether students should do these
themselves.

Concerns about academic dishonesty and loss of
critical thinking skills were widespread. Educators
found it cumbersome to detect improper Al use, but
still felt it was necessary to do so given the stakes.
Students expressed concerns about being falsely ac-
cused of cheating and felt they were being unfairly
punished because their classmates had been caught
using Al. While some students observed that their
relationship with faculty members had become more
adversarial, most professors did not perceive that to be
the case, saying that it is too early to tell how Al will
change the student-faculty dynamic.

Students and professors agreed with education
technology experts that banning Al is misguided
(Hodges & Ocak, 2023) given that students will find
ways to use it and will be expected to use it in their
careers to work more efficiently. Instead, participants
thought students should learn how to ethically use
Al Participants often agreed about what constitutes
appropriate and inappropriate Al use. Both groups
thought that faculty members should use Al sparing-
ly, particularly when creating assignments, grading,
and responding to students. All felt that professors
should be responsible for the creative parts of lesson
planning and should grade writing themselves. Many
agreed that faculty use of Al for non-creative tasks
such as formatting or generating boilerplate language
in syllabi, or grading multiple-choice quizzes, is ap-
propriate. Students felt that professors should abide
by the same policies they set for their students, and
faculty members acknowledged that it would be hyp-
ocritical for them to use Al in ways they told students
not to in their work.

Participants generally saw no problem with stu-
dents using Al to help organize their thinking and
find explanations of concepts. In other words, most
agreed that Al is a fine place to start. Many drew a
line when it came to writing. All agreed that students

should not copy-paste passages generated by Al, be-
cause this constitutes plagiarism. Professors general-
ly felt that students should not outsource any part of
the writing process to Al. Some students agreed with
professors’ positions while others thought using Al to
get inspiration for news leads or topic sentences was
OK. Students also had mixed views on whether para-
phrasing from Al is ethical. There was no consensus
about how much of an essay or term paper should be
written in students’ own words, and how much can be
used from Al without it being plagiarism.

Findings indicate that both students and pro-
tessors would benefit from increased institutional
guidance on ethical Al use. Students wanted to be
involved in this process, but faculty members were
mixed on whether this was appropriate. Even if fac-
ulty members do not consult with students before fi-
nalizing their Al policies, they should explain their
rationale to students and give them a chance to re-
spond. Students felt that professors’ policies were too
varied and wanted more uniformity to avoid confu-
sion. Universities should suggest common language
for professors to use and faculty members should dis-
cuss agreed-upon principles. Yet given academic free-
dom, it is inappropriate to mandate that faculty adopt
uniform guidelines.

This study’s results have specific implications for
students and educators in JMC programs. Students
going into newsrooms, public relations agencies, and
other media workplaces need a firm understanding of
when using Al is appropriate and when it is consid-
ered unnecessary or unethical. Educators cannot be
expected to offer universal guidelines given the range
of employer policies and evolving professional norms,
but they should help JMC students think through the
implications of using Al for tasks (e.g., researching,
analyzing, writing, editing, presenting) that will be re-
quired of them depending on their industry and role
(e.g., news reporter or editor, copy writer, PR account
manager).

Students felt that professors were overly fixat-
ed on how Al can be used to cheat and on finding
student offenders. Professors in writing-intensive
courses felt their concerns and actions were warrant-
ed. JMC educators should emphasize the importance
of making ethical decisions and the consequences of
not doing so. They should hold students accountable
when they don't follow course Al policies. Adopting
some version of the aforementioned ChatGPT yes,
sometimes, and no policy may help reduce uncertain-
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ty students expressed about professors’ expectations.
'This requires educators to revisit their learning out-
comes and think through questions like: Is finding a
story angle and brainstorming interview questions on
one’s own critical, or can a student journalist use Al
to help? Is reading background material from start to
finish necessary when writing a client report, or can a
public relations student rely on Al summaries—and
it so, how much paraphrasing and citing is needed to
avoid plagiarism?

JMC educators could spend all of their devoted
time to Al discussing policies and ethical gray areas,
and warning students about ways Al can become a
crutch, but they should not. Participants who teach
data analysis courses understood the importance of
stressing the benefits of Al and teaching students
relevant skills. Those who teach media production
courses should do the same. Students can benefit
from learning how to use to Al for routine tasks such
as transcription and content scheduling so they can
spend more time on cognitively challenging work.
Some participants were already teaching students to
write effective prompts and fact check Al-generat-
ed content—lessons that should become widespread
throughout the JMC curriculum.

Students cannot rely solely on their professors
to prepare them for how to use Al in the workplace.
Learning about how Al is changing work in their in-
dustry and what skills are in high demand is in part
their responsibility. Nor should students base their
decisions on whether to use Al for a specific task
solely on whether they can get away with it in their
JMC courses. They are also responsible for policing
themselves. Students were rightly concerned that
overreliance on Al could leave them and their peers
unprepared for their careers. Given how difficult it has
become to secure a decent-paying entry-level job in a
media field, students recognized that taking shortcuts
in JMC courses only meant cheating themselves.

Limitations & Future Research
‘This study’s relatively small sample size and reliance
on students from one academic institution limits
generalizability of findings. Focus group questions
tocused primarily on how Al can be used for teach-
ing and learning; researchers did not attempt to verify
whether and how participants used such tools. Fur-
thermore, this study was exploratory in nature and
did not focus on testing theory. Rather, its findings
might contribute to generate theoretical foundations

for future research. Future studies should compare
other institutions in the United States to get a better
sense of how students view Al use in other settings.
Additionally, more research is needed to understand
changes to the student-faculty dynamic and whether
distrust has increased.
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