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Abstract  

Artificial intelligence has become part of higher education, yet its future role 

remains unsettled. Its growing presence raises questions about what counts as 

learning, how assessment can remain meaningful, what teachers and students 

should be expected to do, and which forms of educational life should be 

protected. This thesis examines these questions through education fiction: short 

speculative stories written within or about (future) educational settings. The 

thesis uses education fiction to study how AI futures are imagined, contested, 

and made meaningful by researchers and higher education stakeholders. 

This research is grounded in a social constructivist understanding of futures as 

shaped through social interactions, cultural narratives, and shared expectations. 

Drawing on the theory of Social Construction of Technology (SCOT), it 

approaches the current moment of AI in education as one with high 

interpretative flexibility, where multiple and competing meanings of AI coexist. 

Fiction is positioned as a distinctive site for studying this process because stories 

give form to possible futures through conflicts, metaphors, omissions, and other 

narrative choices. 

The thesis comprises four interrelated papers. Paper 1 reviews 100 published 

speculative fictions to map recently published visions of AI futures in education. 

Paper 2 develops a three-lens analytical framework for analysing education 

fiction by integrating literary analysis with educational research. Paper 3 uses a 

web-based story-crafting tool to elicit original education fictions from 69 

stakeholders in Swedish higher education, generating empirical data about their 

hopes, concerns, and values regarding AI futures. Paper 4 deepens this analysis 

through semi-structured interviews with 17 of these participants, examining 



 

how and why their anticipations of AI futures are both generative and 

constrained.  

Across the studies, the thesis shows that AI futures in education are plural yet 

patterned. Stakeholder-written fictions clustered into four configurations: 

Enhancement, Transformation, Displacement, and Resistance. These 

configurations were structured by three recurring tensions: the human 

remainder, the assessment paradox, and the efficiency-depth trade-off. The 

thesis also develops the concept of bounded anticipation to explain why many 

imagined futures preserved familiar educational structures, roles, and 

relationships. These limits are interpreted as meaningful expressions of the 

educational values stakeholders sought to protect, even as they may narrow 

what becomes thinkable. 

The thesis makes three types of contributions. Methodologically, it advances 

education fiction as a research approach and offers analytical tools for studying 

fiction as data, method, and narrative knowledge. Theoretically, it shows how 

education fiction participates in the social construction of AI futures and extends 

SCOT by highlighting the narrative and value-bounded character of 

interpretative flexibility. Practically, it provides a vocabulary for more values-

explicit conversations about AI in higher education, showing how educators, 

students, researchers, institutional leaders, and designers may negotiate 

competing visions of technological change. 
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Sammanfattning 

Artificiell intelligens (AI) har blivit en del av högre utbildning, men teknikens 

framtida roll är fortfarande öppen. Dess växande närvaro aktualiserar frågor om 

vad som räknas som lärande, hur examination kan förbli meningsfull, hur 

lärares och studenters roller kan komma att förändras och vilka 

utbildningsvärden som bör värnas. Avhandlingen undersöker dessa frågor 

genom utbildningsfiktion (education fiction): berättelser som utspelar sig i eller 

handlar om (framtida) utbildningsmiljöer. Syftet här är att analysera hur AI-

framtider föreställs, ifrågasätts och ges mening av forskare och andra aktörer 

inom högre utbildning. 

Avhandlingen utgår från en socialkonstruktivistisk förståelse enligt vilken 

framtider formas genom social interaktion, kulturella berättelser och delade 

förväntningar. Med stöd i teorin om teknikens sociala konstruktion (Social 

Construction of Technology, SCOT) betraktas AI i utbildning som en teknik med 

hög tolkningsflexibilitet: olika aktörer formar skilda föreställningar om vad 

tekniken är, bör göra och kan bli. Fiktion utgör ett särskilt givande material för 

att studera denna meningsskapande process, eftersom konflikter, metaforer, 

utelämnanden och andra narrativa val formar vad som framstår som möjligt, 

önskvärt eller hotfullt. 

Avhandlingen omfattar fyra sammanlänkade studier. Studie 1 analyserar 100 

publicerade spekulativa berättelser för att kartlägga samtida föreställningar om 

AI-framtider i utbildning. Studie 2 utvecklar ett analytiskt ramverk med tre 

tolkningslinser som kombinerar litteraturvetenskapliga analysverktyg med 

utbildningsvetenskapliga perspektiv. Studie 3 använder ett webbaserat 

berättelseverktyg för att samla in fiktiva berättelser om AI-framtider skrivna av 



 

69 aktörer inom svensk högre utbildning. Berättelserna ger empiriskt material 

om deltagarnas förhoppningar, farhågor och värden i relation till dessa 

framtider. Studie 4 fördjupar analysen genom semistrukturerade intervjuer 

med 17 av dessa deltagare och undersöker hur och varför deras föreställningar 

både öppnar för nya möjligheter och sätter gränser för framtidstänkandet. 

Sammantaget visar avhandlingen att föreställningar om AI-framtider i 

utbildning rymmer stor variation men också tydliga återkommande mönster. I 

deltagarnas berättelser framträder fyra konfigurationer: Förstärkning 

(Enhancement), Omvandling (Transformation), Undanträngning 

(Displacement) och Motstånd (Resistance). Genom konfigurationerna löper tre 

återkommande spänningar: det mänskliga som återstår, 

examinationsparadoxen samt avvägningen mellan effektivitet och fördjupning. 

Avhandlingen utvecklar också begreppet begränsad anticipation (bounded 

anticipation) för att förklara varför välbekanta utbildningsstrukturer, roller och 

relationer består i många av de föreställda framtiderna. Dessa begränsningar 

kan tolkas som uttryck för de utbildningsvärden deltagarna värnar, men de 

inskränker samtidigt vilka framtider som blir möjliga att föreställa sig. 

Avhandlingen bidrar metodologiskt, teoretiskt och praktiskt. Metodologiskt 

vidareutvecklar den utbildningsfiktion som forskningsansats och erbjuder 

analytiska verktyg för att studera berättelser som empiriskt material, 

berättelseskapande som metod och fiktion som narrativ kunskapsform. 

Teoretiskt visar den att utbildningsfiktion är en del av den sociala 

konstruktionen av AI-framtider och vidareutvecklar SCOT genom att tydliggöra 

tolkningsflexibilitetens narrativa och värdebundna karaktär. Praktiskt erbjuder 

den ett språk för mer explicita samtal om vilka värden som står på spel i mötet 

mellan AI och högre utbildning. Detta språk kan stödja lärare, studenter, 

forskare och institutionella beslutsfattare i att synliggöra och förhandla om 

konkurrerande visioner av teknologisk förändring. 

 

Nyckelord  

utbildningsfiktion, artificiell intelligens i utbildning, teknikens sociala 

konstruktion, högre utbildning, framtidsstudier 
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1 Introduction  

Margie even wrote about it that night in her diary. On the page headed May 

17, 2155, she wrote, “Today Tommy found a real book!” 

It was a very old book. Margie’s grandfather once said that when he was a 

little boy his grandfather told him that there was a time when all stories were 

printed on paper. 

They turned the pages, which were yellow and crinkly, and it was awfully 

funny to read words that stood still instead of moving the way they were 

supposed to — on a screen, you know. And then, when they turned back to the 

page before, it had the same words on it that it had had when they read it the 

first time. (Asimov, 1954, p. 125) 

 

In 1951, Isaac Asimov imagined a world where children no longer went to school. 

In his short story “The Fun They Had,” two children stumble upon a printed 

book: an artefact so ancient they can barely recognise its purpose (Asimov, 

1954). The book describes something equally foreign to them: a classroom where 

human teachers taught groups of children together. For Margie, the story’s 

protagonist, this seems extraordinary compared to her reality in 2155, where she 

sits alone in her home’s study room, taught by a mechanical teacher. As she 

struggles through another mathematics lesson alone, she finds herself dreaming 

about ‘the fun they had’ in those old-fashioned schools. Over seventy years after 

its publication, Asimov’s story still resonates with modern audiences: as 

artificial intelligence (AI) tutors and virtual classrooms become a reality, we find 

ourselves grappling with the same fundamental questions about the nature of 

learning, human connection, and technological change in education. With 
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digital technologies becoming increasingly powerful, what does the future hold 

for education? 

1.1 Technology and education: a recurring story 

The history of educational technology reveals recurring cycles of innovation, 

promise, and recalibration that can contextualise current technological changes. 

Each new technology has arrived with promises of educational transformation, 

followed by periods of implementation challenges and uneven integration 

(Cuban, 1986; Selwyn, 2022). 

In the early 20th century, Thomas Edison proclaimed that motion pictures 

would transform education, declaring to the New York Times in 1922 that “the 

motion picture is destined to revolutionize our educational system” and would 

“supplant largely, if not entirely, the use of textbooks” (Edison, 1922, as cited in 

Cuban, 1986, p. 9). By 1937, the educational motion picture had arrived; yet by 

the 1940s, while film had found a place in education, it served as a supplement 

rather than the revolutionary force Edison had envisioned (Saettler, 2004). 

Perhaps the most influential early attempt to mechanise education came with 

B.F. Skinner’s teaching machines. Commenting on an educational system that 

had lost track of its task, Skinner argued that education must become more 

efficient through technological innovation, writing that the “demand cannot be 

met simply by building more schools and training more teachers. Education 

must become more efficient” (Skinner, 1958, p. 969). Continuing Pressey’s work 

on testing and teaching machines, such technologies promised individualised 

instruction through programmed learning, with students proceeding at their 

own pace through carefully sequenced material (Skinner, 1968). Benjamin 

(1988) documents that, despite initial enthusiasm and investment from 

American schools, teaching machines faced significant challenges including 

high equipment costs, difficulties creating effective materials, teacher 

resistance, and fundamental questions about learning itself. 

The arrival of computers in education during the 1980s marked another cycle of 

revolutionary rhetoric. Seymour Papert (1980), in his influential work 

Mindstorms, envisioned computers fundamentally reshaping how children 

learn. While Skinner’s approach relied on the student receiving knowledge 

(behaviourism) from a computer, Papert believed that the student should 

construct knowledge, aided by the computer (constructionism), effectively 

putting the student in the role of the one teaching the computer (Watters, 2021). 
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The accessibility of computers shifted the narrative from “computers as 

teachers” (Skinner) to “computers as tools for learning” (Papert), calling for a 

reconsideration of the computers’ function in learning spaces. The decades that 

followed brought further cycles of the same pattern. The emergence of the 

Internet removed spatial and temporal barriers to educational resources, and by 

the late 1990s the focus had moved from information access to collaborative 

knowledge construction (Harasim, 2000; Kreijns et al., 2003). Learning 

management systems, massive open online courses (MOOCs), and learning 

analytics each followed in turn, arriving with familiar promises of 

democratisation and personalisation, and each encountering familiar friction 

around access, engagement, pedagogy, and the stubborn complexity of what it 

actually means to learn (Castañeda & Selwyn, 2018; Moore et al., 2011; Reich, 

2020; Selwyn, 2022). The ‘digital natives’ debate of the early 2000s (Prensky, 

2001), later challenged by Bennett, Maton, and Kervin (2008) for lacking 

empirical support, illustrated another recurring feature of these cycles: 

sweeping claims about technology’s transformative effects on learners that 

proved far more nuanced in practice.  

These cycles share a deep-rooted pattern: each technology entered education in 

a state where its meaning was not yet fixed. Different groups may see different 

possibilities, different threats, and different futures for the same technology. 

Skinner’s teaching machines were simultaneously an efficiency breakthrough 

and a dehumanising threat; Papert’s computers were both liberation and 

distraction. This state, where competing interpretations of a technology coexist 

before one begins to dominate, is what the Social Construction of Technology 

(SCOT) framework calls interpretative flexibility (Pinch & Bijker, 1984). It is 

argued here that AI in education is today in precisely such a moment, and the 

competing visions are at least as numerous and consequential as in previous 

cycles. 

1.2 AI in education: the current moment 

In this thesis, AI is used as an umbrella term that includes both established AI 

systems in education and generative AI. Unless otherwise specified, however, 

references to contemporary AI use concern generative AI, which is the principal 

focus of the empirical work. Technically, AI powers many basic functions in 

devices we use every day, from the facial or fingerprint recognition used to 

unlock phones to the spellchecking in text processing software on our 

computers. In this thesis, however, such aspects are considered outside the 
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educational scope of AI use explored here. The sections that follow will alternate 

between naming generative AI and referring to AI in general. Because of the 

non-technical nature of this work, the references to AI in this thesis relate to 

generative AI, unless otherwise specified.  

The rise of generative AI in education represents both a continuation of earlier 

patterns of technological change and a significant shift in their scale, speed, and 

visibility. AI has been framed as a means of enhancing personalisation and 

adaptive learning (Wang et al., 2024; Zawacki-Richter et al., 2019). At the same 

time, it introduces capabilities that are substantively different from previous 

technologies in educational terms, especially through natural language 

interaction and the rapid generation of human-like and (at times) accurate text, 

feedback, and other content or media (Jensen et al., 2025; Yusuf et al., 2024). 

As such, current debates about AI could echo earlier tensions in the history of 

educational technology (Williamson & Eynon, 2020). Just as Papert’s 

conception of computers as ‘objects-to-think-with’ (1980) challenged Skinner’s 

behaviourist teaching machines, generative AI can be framed in different ways 

that alter how we look at technology as part of teaching and learning: as an 

automated tutor, as a creative and exploratory learning tool, or as a more 

fundamental reconfiguration of educational practice (Bond et al., 2024; Fu & 

Weng, 2024). Its emergence has therefore revived longstanding questions about 

the role of technology in education, while also intensifying concerns about 

authenticity, creativity, and the nature of learning itself (Doshi & Hauser, 2024; 

Luo, 2024).  

The entry of AI into education also differs from earlier waves of technological 

adoption in several respects. One key difference is the speed and direction of 

uptake. When generative AI tools became publicly accessible from late 2022 

onward, students, teachers, and researchers began experimenting with them 

before many institutions had developed policies, guidelines, or even a shared 

vocabulary for discussing their use (Jensen et al., 2025; Luo, 2024; McDonald 

et al., 2025). Unlike many institutionally procured educational technologies, 

generative AI entered higher education through rapid everyday use by students 

and staff, prompting universities to develop policies, guidelines, and governance 

responses after widespread use was already underway (Dabis & Csáki, 2024; 

McDonald et al., 2025). By the time schools and universities began addressing 

AI explicitly, it was already implicitly present in routine educational activities. 

This compressed the timeline between technological emergence, pedagogical 

experimentation, and institutional contestation. 
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A second difference lies in the breadth and intensity of the claims made about 

its educational significance. AI has been described as a democratising force for 

personalised learning (Adel et al., 2024) and as a mechanism of surveillance and 

data extraction (Fontes et al., 2022); as a tool that might reduce administrative 

burden and as one that could diminish the professional judgement central to 

teaching (Nemani, 2025); as a creative collaborator for students and as a threat 

to assessment, authorship, and independent thought (Bond et al., 2024; Doshi 

& Hauser, 2024). Such tensions are not entirely new, as the cycles outlined in 

the previous section suggest. What is striking, however, is the speed with which 

these competing narratives have intensified, and the extent to which they are 

shaped by widespread first-hand use (McDonald et al., 2025). 

For this thesis, the most significant implication is practical as well as 

methodological. Many of the research approaches most familiar to education 

scholars are well suited to examining how a technology functions in a particular 

context: how students respond to an AI tutor, how teachers use automated 

feedback, or how policy shapes adoption. These studies are valuable and 

increasingly common (Dong et al., 2025; Liu et al., 2025), but also retrospective. 

They capture practices and effects that have already taken shape. What they are 

less able to address is the wider picture of anticipated impact: the hopes, fears, 

values, and competing visions that emerge before a technology becomes (or 

appears to be) settled in practice. It is this temporal and methodological 

challenge that motivates the turn to storytelling and fiction in the next section, 

and in the thesis as a whole. 

1.3 Turning to fiction to explore uncertain futures 

To write about the present is to describe something that will not hold still, since 

it transforms into the past even as we attempt to name it. This is particularly 

true in the context of educational technology, where the pace of change means 

that research findings about current practices risk becoming partially redundant 

by the time they are published, given current academic publication timelines. 

The rapid advancement of AI in education offers a pointed example of this 

challenge: what appears cutting-edge today may be obsolete within a year, and 

what seems speculative may become commonplace faster than we anticipate. 

This temporal challenge highlights the need for approaches that can help us 

think beyond the immediate present while acknowledging its inherent 

instability. This is where the medium of storytelling and fiction is employed in 

this research. In the past, fiction has served as a powerful tool for grappling with 
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technological and social change: Asimov’s mechanical teacher, written in 1951 

(quoted at the beginning of this thesis), articulated anxieties about automated 

instruction that no empirical study of the period could have investigated, since 

the technology did not yet exist to be studied. Here, the challenge is both 

temporal and conceptual: temporal, because the object of inquiry has not yet 

fully crystallised and cannot be observed in the way that present practices can; 

conceptual, because the future is a plurality of possibilities held simultaneously 

in expectation, argument and imagination. 

There is no single ‘future of AI in education’ waiting to be discovered. The 

literature on futures studies refers to alternative, preferred, and likely futures, 

each with different degrees of likelihood or preference attached to them (Dator, 

2019b; Rowland & Spaniol, 2015). This conceptual plurality of futures has direct 

methodological implications for this research. If we accept that multiple futures 

exist simultaneously in our collective imagination, then narrative methods 

become essential tools for exploring this multiplicity. Futures are plural, 

constructed and political. Which futures are taken seriously, funded, and 

designed for depends on who tells the story and who listens. The recurring cycles 

described in the previous section were resolved through social negotiation, 

through the stories that different groups told about what the technology meant 

and what it was for, and ultimately, by which story proved most convincing. 

Fiction has long served as a space for this kind of negotiation. Arthur C. Clarke’s 

vision of satellite communication in 1945, decades before its realisation, helped 

shape both technical understanding and public expectations of space-based 

technologies (Poole, 2012). In education specifically, radical works like Ivan 

Illich’s Deschooling Society in 1971 (Illich, 2002), while not strictly fiction, used 

speculation-based scenarios to challenge traditional educational paradigms and 

imagine alternative futures for learning. The field of design fiction has also been 

used as a structured approach to employ narratives for technological foresight. 

Sterling’s concept of design fiction as “the deliberate use of diegetic prototypes 

to suspend disbelief about change” (Bosch, 2012; Sterling, 2005) has influenced 

how researchers and practitioners approach future-oriented thinking (Bleecker, 

2022; Derboven & Vandenberghe, 2016). In education technology, researchers 

have advocated for using speculative approaches to explore potential futures of 

digital education (Bayne & Ross, 2024). This builds on work by scholars such as 

Facer, whose “Learning Futures” framework emphasises the importance of 

narrative scenarios in educational planning and policy-making (Facer, 2011). 
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This thesis adopts and develops the term education fiction (Hrastinski, 2023, 

2025) for speculative narratives grounded in educational concerns and 

informed by traditions of social science fiction, science fiction, and speculative 

fiction. The value of fiction in navigating technological change extends beyond 

prediction. As demonstrated by the growing number of publications concerned 

with the fictional future(s) of education (Hrastinski, 2025), fictional scenarios 

can provide a safe space for stakeholders to explore concerns and possibilities 

around emerging technologies. These narrative approaches allow us to examine 

what might be technically possible and what might be socially desirable or 

ethically problematic. This is particularly applicable in education, where 

technological changes affect the fundamental development of human beings. 

The recent surge of fiction about AI in education, in journals such as Learning, 

Media and Technology and Postdigital Science and Education, signals that the 

field itself is recognising the limits of conventional empirical approaches when 

confronting a technology whose implications are still being negotiated 

(Hrastinski & Jandrić, 2023). Yet researcher-authored fictions still dominate 

this landscape, with comparatively fewer educator or student perspectives 

represented (Bayne & Ross, 2024). This imbalance matters: if futures are 

socially constructed through narrative, then whose voices are included in that 

construction shapes which futures become visible and which remain 

unthinkable. 

Despite growing recognition of education’s uncertain technological future(s), 

traditional empirical research approaches remain predominantly constrained 

by what we can observe and measure in the present. This creates a 

methodological gap when empirical methods encounter rapid technological 

change, particularly with AI, where potential impacts may be profound yet 

difficult to study before they have fully materialised. Current educational 

research typically relies on studies of existing technologies in controlled 

conditions or theoretical analyses of technological affordances (Granić, 2022; 

Schmid et al., 2014). While necessary, these approaches struggle to capture the 

complex imaginaries that can shape how technologies may ultimately manifest 

in educational settings. What remains underdeveloped are systematic methods 

for treating speculative narratives as valid data sources that reveal such 

imaginaries. By developing rigorous approaches to analysing education fiction 

or recognising the potential for such fiction to generate important insights, this 

thesis addresses this gap, offering researchers new tools to engage with 

anticipated futures that cannot yet be empirically studied but can nevertheless 

influence present discourses or decision-making. 
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1.4 Aim and research questions; thesis overview 

This thesis examines how futures of AI in education are imagined, constructed, 

and delimited through education fiction, and what is gained by studying them 

in this way: substantively, an account of why certain AI futures become 

thinkable and actionable for those who will inhabit them while others are set 

aside; methodologically, an assessment of what speculative narrative can, and 

cannot, make available to educational research. It focuses on AI because its 

growing presence in education raises unsettling questions about teaching, 

learning, knowledge, and the purposes of education. These questions are 

difficult to address through accounts of present use alone, since they concern 

possible futures, contested values, and expectations about technological change. 

By inviting higher education stakeholders to imagine educational futures 

through speculative narratives, the thesis examines how different actors make 

sense of AI, which hopes and concerns they attach to it, which educational values 

they foreground, and which forms of change they are willing or reluctant to 

imagine. These two ambitions are pursued in parallel rather than sequentially: 

each empirical study contributes to both, and the relation between them is 

examined explicitly in the discussion. They are formalised in the following 

research questions: 

• What kinds of AI futures are imagined through education fiction, and 

how are they constructed and delimited? 

• How does education fiction function as a research approach for studying 

technological futures in education? 

This research draws on the theory of the Social Construction of Technology 

(SCOT) which supports the argument that educational technologies often 

exhibit interpretative flexibility during their emergence or early adoption: 

different relevant social groups (e.g., students, teachers, leaders) assign 

competing meanings, problems, and possible solutions to the same technology 

until processes of closure and stabilisation reduce that flexibility. In the case of 

AI in education, these meanings can range from ‘personalised tutor’ to 

‘surveillance infrastructure’ to ‘creative partner,’ and such framings actively 

shape design choices, data practices, and views about the future. Narrative 

methods are essential here: stories surface how societal groups imagine and 

negotiate possible futures, making visible the social construction of AI (Bijker, 

2001; Bijker et al., 2012; Pinch & Bijker, 1984). 
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Methodologically, this research advances systematic approaches to analysing 

education fiction, methods for using stories as research tools, and 

understanding how narratives function in educational sense-making. 

Theoretically, it contributes to our understanding of how stories shape 

technological adoption and resistance, offers critical approaches to examining 

educational futures, and bridges gaps between theoretical research and practical 

understanding. On a practical note, the research presents possible futures of AI 

in education to advance current discussions around the topic and help better 

prepare for future decision-making. 

The thesis draws on several theoretical traditions to pursue these questions. 

From narrative research, it takes the claim that stories are constitutive of how 

we make sense of reality, particularly under conditions of uncertainty (Bruner, 

1991; Polkinghorne, 1988). From futures studies, it takes analytical tools for 

working with multiple, competing scenarios and the temporal dimensions of 

anticipation (Dator, 2019b; Poli, 2017). From science and technology studies 

(STS), and specifically the SCOT framework, it takes the concepts of 

interpretative flexibility and closure that structure the analysis of how 

technologies acquire meaning through social negotiation (Pinch & Bijker, 1984), 

which also relates to the concept of sociotechnical imaginaries (Jasanoff & Kim, 

2015). These traditions are treated as components of an integrated framework 

developed in detail in the following chapter. 

The remainder of the thesis is structured as follows. Chapter 2 (Background) 

establishes the conceptual foundations for the research, covering AI in 

education as a domain, fiction and narrative in research, futures studies and 

anticipation, and the social construction of technology, before showing how 

these strands combine into the theoretical framework of this thesis. Chapter 3 

(Methodology) describes the multi-study qualitative design, including the four 

interconnected studies, the data sources and collection procedures, the 

analytical approaches employed, and considerations of ethics, quality, and 

researcher positionality. Chapter 4 provides summaries of the four papers that 

comprise the thesis. Chapter 5 (Discussion) interprets these findings in dialogue 

with the theoretical and methodological literature, and addresses the 

contributions and limitations of this thesis, as well as implications for future 

research and practice. 
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1.5 Is AI a tool? Language and the limits of the debate 

Before a technology can be debated, it must be named, and such a naming is 

never innocent. Lakoff and Johnson (2003) argued that the metaphors through 

which we describe phenomena are constitutive, as they structure what can be 

perceived, what can be asked, and what can be done. The observation applies to 

a technology whose meaning is still unsettled. If, as the previous sections have 

presented and this thesis will argue, AI in education is currently in a state of high 

interpretative flexibility, then the vocabulary through which different groups 

describe it is perhaps the primary medium for structuring argumentation 

around it. Within the SCOT framework, closure is achieved partly through 

rhetorical means: a technology’s meaning stabilises when one description comes 

to seem like a plain statement of what the thing simply is (Pinch & Bijker, 1984). 

Attending to the words used for AI therefore emerges as an important part of 

the discussion taken up in this thesis, which is why a preliminary 

problematisation on the matter is offered here.  

The description most readily at hand is ‘tool’, frequently softened further to ‘just 

a tool’, with the accompanying reassurance that what matters is how it is used. 

This framing has attracted sustained criticism. Dron (2025), in an essay 

examining what that naming actually requires, argues that a tool is something 

an intelligent agent does something with in order to do something to something 

else; generative AI systems, which perform their work semi-autonomously and 

are themselves users of tools, fail this test, leading him to propose ‘metatool’ as 

a more accurate alternative. His central concern is that the tool framing 

overplays our own agency (Dron, 2025) while obscuring the system’s generative 

contribution to the outcome. Sacasas (2026) presses the point further, arguing 

that AI is better understood as an environment than as an instrument: a tool can 

be picked up and put down, whereas an environment surrounds and reshapes 

its inhabitants regardless of the care with which they act within it. Two older 

arguments underpin this claim. The first comes from McLuhan (1994), who held 

that a medium changes its users through the fact of its use rather than through 

the particular content it carries: television reshaped attention and domestic life 

whatever happened to be on screen, and the same, Sacasas suggests, holds for 

AI regardless of what any individual exchange contains. The second comes from 

Illich, who distinguished between tools and systems: a tool is something a 

person controls from the outside, taking it up for a purpose and setting it down 

again, whereas a system is something a person lives inside, as with an electricity 

grid, whose influence is not escaped by declining to use it on a given occasion 
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(Sacasas, 2026). On this reading, the advice to ‘use AI wisely’ presumes an 

outside standpoint that a system, by its nature, does not offer. These are recent 

argumentative rather than strictly empirical claims, but they echo a larger 

scholarly unease: Marx (2010) argued that the word ‘technology’ itself, in its 

modern all-encompassing usage, is a hazardous concept that endows artefacts 

with a misleading autonomy while relieving humans of decision-making 

responsibility. 

‘Tool’ is not the only term under attack. Illingworth and a co-author named The 

Strategic Linguist (2026), in a widely shared commentary, examine some of the 

vocabulary’s load-bearing words (intelligence, hallucination, consciousness, 

agent) and argue that each performs certain rhetorical work: ‘intelligence’ 

extends the trust reserved for understanding to statistical prediction; 

‘hallucination’ recasts a system’s routine fabrications as the occasional lapses of 

an otherwise reliable mind, while removing questions of responsibility from the 

discussion; ‘agent’ transfers intention and accountability from identifiable 

companies to their software. Their conclusion is that such words function as de 

facto policy because they steer what is feared, trusted, and regulated; in this way, 

they restate in a contemporary register what frame semantics has long held: a 

word labels a phenomenon and in so doing activates an entire way of seeing it 

(Lakoff & Johnson, 2003). Whether or not one accepts each proposed 

replacement, the diagnosis matters more than the dictionary definition of the 

chosen term. However, it can be argued that the available vocabulary determines 

which questions can be posed about AI at all. 

The educational stakes of this are considerable. Tuomi (2026) observes that 

sweeping claims of the form ‘AI will revolutionise education’ typically dissolve 

under the simple question of what precisely is meant; more pointedly, he argues 

that the prevailing vocabulary of efficiency, automation, and scale frames 

education as a service to be optimised, and thereby skips an alternative framing 

in which education’s purpose is the development and expansion of human 

agency. Within the first framing, the case for AI is nearly self-evident; within the 

second, every automation of educational practice requires justification, since 

automation hardwires existing practice and reduces the flexibility on which 

critique and change rely. Zagami (2026) identifies a parallel poverty of language 

at the institutional level: universities have developed policies of permission, 

prohibition, and disclosure, yet lack words for the middle ground in which a 

student or staff member uses some AI systems, refuses others, and remains 

uncertain about those already embedded in institutional infrastructure. The 
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proposed vocabulary (a spectrum of non-use, opt-out, restriction, bounded use, 

and institutional delay) is offered so that these relations become “visible enough 

to govern” (Zagami, 2026, p. 2). In both accounts, the limits of the language are 

the limits of the deliberation. 

This thesis does not attempt to settle what AI really is; from the constructivist 

position developed in the following chapter, the persistence of disagreement 

keeps open the interpretative space to which this thesis contributes. The 

competing designations surveyed here (tool, metatool, environment, prediction 

system, agent) are treated as evidence of interpretative flexibility at work, with 

each description requiring different problems, different responsibilities, and 

different futures. Fiction, the approach this thesis uses and develops, is well 

suited to this condition. A story does not need to commit to a single definition 

in advance: it can cast AI as an instrument, a colleague, an infrastructure, or a 

character, and follow the consequences of each casting within a narrative world, 

allowing the assumptions embedded in a vocabulary to be examined before they 

crystallise into institutional realities. How AI is termed is part of what it will 

become. The fictions analysed in this thesis are, among other things, sites where 

that definition-making is still being rehearsed. 
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2 Background  

This thesis takes up AI in education at a moment when its meaning remains 

unsettled, and turns a creative eye towards the future to support more informed 

decisions and research. What follows sets out why that moment warrants 

attention, and what conceptual resources are required to make use of it. Several 

theoretical traditions are drawn together for this purpose; the final section of the 

chapter explains how they combine. 

2.1 AI in education 

The intersection of AI and education is often portrayed as a recent phenomenon 

driven by the sudden emergence of generative AI in the form of commercially 

available conversational chatbots. However, the application of AI to education 

has a complex, intertwined genealogy that stretches back decades (Williamson 

& Eynon, 2020). To understand the current socio-technical landscape of AI in 

education (AIED), and to then critically evaluate its future trajectories, it is 

necessary to trace how foundational theories of human cognition evolved 

alongside computational advancements, and how these technologies have 

become embedded in modern educational governance and commercial markets. 

The term ‘artificial intelligence’ was coined at Dartmouth College in the mid-

1950s as part of a research project, which helped inspire a field of researchers 

who envisioned using AI to understand human thinking and learning (Doroudi, 

2023). The original ‘golden years’ of AI developments, between 1956 and 1974, 

when solving algebra problems and using the contemporary equivalent of text-

to-speech programs were considered major breakthroughs, were eventually 

followed by an AI winter (1974-1980), a period during which a lack of computing 
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power prevented further breakthroughs in AI technologies, largely because of 

reductions in research funding in the US and UK (Harguess & Ward, 2022). 

These initial developments (and shortcomings) were intrinsically related to 

education, since they were based on efforts within universities and research 

institutions, where scientists involved with computer science, AI, and robotics 

would become pioneers in advancing educational ideas through the use of 

computational models. Today, the landscape of AI research is different, largely 

due to the increasing dominance of industry in AI development (Ahmed et al., 

2023).  

While visions of AI as a supporter of teaching and learning have been 

highlighted, there has been minimal empirical research to support the positive 

functions of AI in classrooms or lecture halls (McGrath et al., 2025). Though still 

integrated in debates around its impact on education, AI has primarily entered 

a commercialisation debate, where global corporations are seen to provide the 

technology infrastructure to build and offer AI services at scale. This has 

prompted questions and concerns (Williamson & Eynon, 2020) around the 

power dynamics of large corporations entering the educational landscape 

through the provision of services (Beer, 2019). The main concern here relates to 

the commercialisation of educational technologies (EdTech) and how 

personalisation promises offered by AI services may be masking data mining 

efforts or learning analytics that are used improperly (Boninger et al., 2020; 

Perrotta & Selwyn, 2020). This is closely linked with surveillance concerns 

arising from data-driven systems that rely on learning analytics to identify 

student pathways that may require intervention (Kuhl et al., 2019). It has been 

argued that this can have consequences for education temporalities, since past 

actions or students’ trajectories are being used as analysable data to anticipate 

probable futures for students’ journeys and prompt action by educators (Webb 

et al., 2020), raising questions of fairness. Such issues of fairness, equity, and 

responsibility (Cerratto Pargman et al., 2025) are central to educators’ and 

researchers’ concerns around AIED. These can take the form of empirically 

noted concerns about societal and individual harms arising from the 

discrimination that performance-prediction tools can produce (Lünich et al., 

2024) or, conversely, observations that AI might improve primary and 

secondary school admission systems in certain contexts by being more objective 

than humans (Gillani et al., 2023).  

How AI is understood in education often relies on the metaphors and framings 

through which it is encountered. As Carbonell et al. (2016) noted in the context 
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of earlier AIED research, and as more recent work has confirmed (Ferreira et al., 

2025; Mitchell, 2024; Vallis et al., 2025), whether AI is cast as a ‘brain,’ a ‘tool,’ 

a ‘tutor,’ or a ‘partner’ shapes the research questions asked, the ethical concerns 

raised, and the design choices pursued. These framings produce differing visions 

of what AI should do in educational settings. Under some framings, AI is an 

efficiency instrument: automating feedback and grading (Topping et al., 2025; 

Weegar & Idestam-Almquist, 2024), generating lesson plans and assessments 

(Xia et al., 2024), or reducing administrative burdens so that educators can 

focus on teaching (Schiff, 2021). Under others, AI becomes a learning 

companion that engages students in dialogue and co-construction of knowledge 

(Butson & Spronken-Smith, 2024; Heinsfeld & Veletsianos, 2025), or a means 

of making learning materials more accessible to students with disabilities 

(Seung et al., 2025). Still, other accounts foreground AI’s capacity to adapt 

instruction to individual learners at a scale previously unachievable (Bond et al., 

2024; Crompton & Burke, 2023), feeding into broader narratives about the 

democratisation of quality education globally. Each of these visions carries its 

own assumptions about what counts as good teaching, what learning looks like, 

and where human judgement remains necessary. The fact that these 

assumptions often conflict with one another is what makes AI in education a site 

of active meaning-making rather than a settled domain with agreed-upon 

applications. 

The commercial release of generative AI chatbots from late 2022 onward (Ha, 

2025) intensified these competing interpretations. AI had been present in 

education for decades, but the earlier forms (intelligent tutoring systems, 

adaptive learning environments, learning analytics dashboards) were largely 

specialist concerns, developed by researchers and adopted by institutions 

(Doroudi, 2023). Generative AI changed this dynamic by making the basic 

technology directly accessible to everyone (Labadze et al., 2023; McGrath et al., 

2025). The result was a rapid multiplication of the groups who had direct 

engagement with AI and who began forming their own interpretations of what 

it meant for their work, their learning, and their institutions. Meta-analytic 

evidence on AI’s effects on student achievement is growing (Dong et al., 2025), 

and international surveys (UNESCO, 2025) suggest that two thirds of higher 

education institutions are developing formal guidance on AI use.  

Yet the pace of institutional response has varied. In Sweden, where the empirical 

studies of this thesis are situated, the relationship between education and 

technology carries particular tensions. Sweden has been an early adopter of 
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educational technology, with national digitalisation strategies since the 1960s, 

yet recent policy reversals in compulsory education have prioritised textbooks 

and reduced screen time, a development often referred to as a ‘digital backlash’ 

(Albris et al., 2024; Forsler, 2025). These reversals have not yet formally 

extended to higher education, but they form part of the discursive environment 

within which university stakeholders encounter and respond to AI (Sporrong et 

al., 2025). This national context matters for the present thesis because the 

fictions analysed in Studies 3 and 4 were produced by stakeholders who carry 

these specific tensions with them into their imaginative work. 

Together, these competing framings, the limited and contested empirical base, 

and the simultaneous pace of technological and institutional change create 

conditions in which the meaning of AI in education remains actively negotiated 

by different stakeholders. To use the SCOT terminology that Section 2.4 will 

develop, AI in education is currently in a state of high interpretative flexibility: 

different relevant social groups may assign fundamentally different meanings, 

problems, and possibilities to the same technology. Conventional empirical 

approaches can describe what AI does in specific settings at a given moment, but 

they may fail to capture how diverse groups construct competing visions of what 

AI should become in education, or surface the values and assumptions that 

underpin those forward-looking visions. It is this combination of technological 

uncertainty, value-laden disagreement, and rapid change that makes AI in 

education a productive case for the kind of futures-oriented, narrative inquiry 

that this thesis undertakes. The sections that follow build the conceptual 

foundations for that inquiry: fiction and narrative as ways of knowing (2.2), 

futures studies and anticipation as frameworks for engaging with what does not 

yet exist (2.3), and the social construction of technology as a lens for 

understanding how competing meanings are produced and negotiated (2.4). 

2.2 Fiction and narrative in research  

2.2.1 Narrative as a mode of knowing  

This thesis rests on the claim that stories are a distinct way of producing 

knowledge about human experience. To argue that is to argue that using fiction 

to investigate the futures of AI in education is a principled epistemological 

choice. The strongest formulation for this claim comes from the work of Jerome 

Bruner.  

In Actual Minds, Possible Worlds, Bruner (1986) proposed that humans operate 

through two complementary modes of cognitive functioning. The first, which he 
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called the paradigmatic or logico-scientific mode, seeks general truths through 

formal logic, categorisation, and empirical verification. Its aim is to produce 

good theory, tight analysis, and sound argument. The second, the narrative 

mode, deals with human intentions and their consequences. It seeks 

verisimilitude, not truth in the paradigmatic sense: it strives to produce stories 

that are believable, that capture something recognisable about the texture of 

human experience. Bruner insisted that these two modes are irreducible to one 

another: “A good story and a well-formed argument are different natural kinds” 

(Bruner, 1986, p. 11). Efforts to collapse narrative into paradigmatic reasoning, 

or to dismiss narrative as a softer version of logical analysis, inevitably fail to 

capture the full range of how humans make sense of the world. According to 

Bruner, a narrative “deals with the vicissitudes of human intentions” (Bruner, 

1986, p. 16), or with the contextualised causality and temporality that human 

interactions necessarily entail (McGregor & Holmes, 1999). For this thesis, the 

implication is that studying how people imagine AI futures through fiction 

accesses a different kind of knowledge, one concerned with meaning, intention, 

values, and the felt experience of technological change. 

Narrative research refers to a cross-disciplinary research field that focuses on 

lived experiences expressed through narratives. Lived experiences and 

hypothetical ‘what-if’ scenarios can both form the basis for some type of 

narrative (Barthes & Duisit, 1975; Polkinghorne, 1988). Within postmodern 

strands (scepticism toward universal truths and “grand narratives” by laying 

emphasis on subjective experience) of narrative research, the series of events 

and their narratorial power are more important than their correspondence to an 

objective truth, the very notion of which goes against the socially-constructed 

reality that this approach subscribes to (Moen, 2006). Narrative research 

recognises that time is organised and experienced narratively, as theorised by 

Ricoeur, and that stories serve as fundamental ways through which people 

“create stories of [themselves] to connect [their] actions, mark [their] identity, 

and distinguish [themselves] from others” (Josselson, 2010, p. 869). 

Polkinghorne’s (1988) Narrative Knowing and the Human Sciences extends 

Bruner’s framework into a broader argument about narrative as the primary 

means by which people make sense of lived experience. For Polkinghorne, 

narrative is a fundamental cognitive operation: we understand our lives, our 

relationships, and our place in the world through the stories we construct about 

them. This includes hypothetical stories. The ‘what if’ scenarios, the imagined 

futures, the speculative accounts of how things could turn out differently are all 
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narrative operations, grounded in the same capacity for meaning-making as 

(autobiographical) storytelling. This point is significant for the present thesis, 

where participants are asked to write fictional scenarios about AI in education. 

In Polkinghorne’s terms, what they produced was an act of narrative knowing, 

through which the writers organised their experiences, values, and concerns into 

meaningful wholes. 

Bruner returned to and deepened these ideas in The Narrative Construction of 

Reality (1991), where he extended his account of narrative from a mode of 

cognitive representation towards a constitutive account of how human and 

social reality becomes intelligible. For Bruner, narrative is an “instrument of 

mind” in the construction of reality: it organises experience and memory, and 

its acceptability depends less on empirical verification than on verisimilitude, 

convention, and narrative necessity. Among the features that enable this world-

making function are narrative diachronicity, through which events are 

configured in human time; intentional state entailment, through which action is 

interpreted in relation to beliefs, desires, values, and agency; hermeneutic 

composability, whereby the meaning of parts and whole are mutually 

dependent; and canonicity and breach, since stories become tellable when they 

depart from expected or culturally legitimate scripts. Narrative is also context-

sensitive and negotiable, producing narrative truth through an interplay of 

perspectives. In this sense, stories help make human affairs meaningful, 

coherent, and culturally shareable. 

This constructive function of narrative connects directly to the social 

constructivist epistemology that underpins this thesis (discussed further in 

section 2.5). If meaning and reality are actively created through social 

interaction (Crotty, 1998), then narratives are among the primary vehicles 

through which that creation happens. When a teacher writes a speculative story 

about AI replacing human educators, or when a student imagines a future where 

AI enables entirely personalised learning, they are constructing a version of the 

future, drawing on their values, concerns, and available discursive resources. 

The story itself becomes a site of meaning-making, and studying such stories 

becomes a way of studying the social construction of technological futures. 

From the early 1980s onward, narrative approaches gained prominence across 

the human and social sciences, contributing to what is often described as the 

“narrative turn” (Czarniawska, 2004; Hyvärinen, 2010; Polkinghorne, 1988). 

Across fields such as sociology, psychology, organisational studies and 

education, scholars increasingly treated stories as modes of knowing through 
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which people interpret experience, construct identities and make action 

intelligible (Bruner, 1986; Riessman, 1993; Somers, 1994). In education, this 

turn was particularly important for narrative inquiry, teacher-story and life-

history approaches, which foreground the experiential, temporal, social and 

ethical dimensions of educational life (Carter, 1993; Connelly & Clandinin, 

1990). This orientation is relevant to the study of AI in education because 

stakeholders’ engagements with AI-based and generative AI technologies are 

shaped by lived experience, institutional context, professional identity, values, 

hopes and concerns about agency, equity and the purposes of education (Sanusi 

et al., 2024; Selwyn, 2024). 

The term ‘narrative’ itself carries more than one meaning in everyday and 

scholarly usage, encompassing everything from the structure of a literary text to 

the broader patterns through which people make sense of events (Polkinghorne, 

1988). For the purposes of this thesis, I use ‘narrative’ and ‘story’ 

interchangeably when referring to written fictional constructs, unless a specific 

context requires otherwise. The important distinction is not terminological but 

epistemological: whether narratives are treated as containers for pre-formed 

ideas or as generative acts that produce understanding. This thesis takes the 

latter position. The sections that follow extend this position by examining how 

fiction specifically has been used as a research practice in the social sciences and 

how it can serve a critical function in relation to educational technology. 

2.2.2 Fiction in social science research  

Fiction involves the deliberate construction of characters, settings, events, and 

causal sequences to explore what might be, what could have been, or what 

should not come to pass. In recent decades, social science researchers have 

increasingly recognised this constructive power and turned to fiction as a 

research practice in its own right (Mar & Oatley, 2008). This section reviews 

how fiction has been used in social science research through several overlapping 

traditions, and positions education fiction, the term adopted in this thesis, 

within that landscape. 

It can be argued that fiction-based research belongs to the broader family of arts-

based research, which uses the creative arts as tools for inquiry across all phases 

of the research process, from problem generation through analysis to 

representation (Leavy, 2016). Among arts-based research genres, fiction-based 

research holds a particular position because of the overlap between the skills of 

the fiction writer and those of the qualitative researcher: both make interpretive 
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decisions about how to represent human experience, both work with narrative 

structure to create coherence from complexity, and both aim to produce 

accounts that resonate with readers as believable and meaningful. Leavy (2016) 

argues that fiction can reach audiences that conventional academic writing often 

cannot, and that the literary qualities of fiction are epistemologically productive 

features. Social science research regards fiction in a variety of ways, reflecting 

its inherent flexibility as both research product and analytical resource. Recent 

literature employs fiction in multiple ways; some researchers analyse narratives 

as qualitative data (Cave & Dihal, 2019; Mishra et al., 2024), while others 

communicate research findings or stimulate dialogue through fiction 

(Dahlstrom, 2014; Rahm, 2025; Selwyn, Hillman, et al., 2020). Some works use 

fiction as a vehicle for social critique, creating speculative scenarios that invite 

critical reflection on educational and societal issues (Conrad & Wiebe, 2022; 

Costello et al., 2020).  

The question of how to evaluate fiction produced within a research context 

remains an open one. Cox et al. (2023) and Leavy (2016) have proposed quality 

criteria for fiction-based research in higher education, and Cunningham and 

Mills (2024) propose a ‘diffractive’ reader-based approach while exploring the 

potential of fiction as a research practice for education more broadly. These 

efforts signal a field that is becoming more methodologically self-conscious, 

even as it resists the standardisation that would reduce fiction to another 

traditional data collection technique or try to match fiction to the quality 

standards imposed on such traditional techniques. 

Several distinct traditions of using fiction in research are relevant to this thesis. 

Each carries its own intellectual genealogy, and they overlap in ways that can be 

both productive and confusing. What follows is a selective review that 

establishes the conceptual terrain on which education fiction is positioned. 

Design fiction is a creative and speculative practice that merges design, science, 

and fiction to explore and materialise potential futures (Bleecker, 2022). It uses 

storytelling and crafted objects as tools to provoke imagination and foster 

dialogue about how the world could be. By blending elements of science fact and 

science fiction, design fiction creates artefacts and narratives that exist in a 

liminal space, reflecting on present realities while projecting speculative 

scenarios. In human-computer interaction and design research, these 

approaches have been used to surface what Kirby (2010) calls ‘diegetic 

prototypes’: artefacts and stories that make possible worlds feel thinkable and 

discussable. In education, design fiction has been applied to explore the 
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implications of AI and robots in higher education (Cox, 2021) and to study the 

effects of personalised learning scenarios (Derboven & Vandenberghe, 2016). 

What distinguishes design fiction from other fiction-based approaches is its 

anchoring in designed objects or systems: the fiction typically revolves around a 

specific artefact, prototype, or technological intervention, and its purpose is to 

probe the social and ethical implications of that design. 

Critical design, a term coined by Dunne and Raby, relies on a rejection of the 

mindset of ‘taking things for granted’ as well as a promotion of “being sceptical, 

and always questioning what is given” (Dunne & Raby, 2013, p. 35). In the 

authors’ words, critical design “strives to keep alive other possibilities by 

providing a counterpoint to the world around us and encouraging us to see that 

everyday life could be different” (Dunne & Raby, 2013, p. 45). While critical and 

speculative design do not always involve written fiction, they share with fiction-

based research the commitment to using imaginative practices to question what 

is taken for granted and to open up alternative possibilities. 

Speculative fiction as a broader literary and cultural category represents a mode 

of thought-experimenting (Oziewicz, 2017) that encompasses narratives 

spanning various formats and audiences. Rather than a single genre, it is best 

understood as an umbrella term for fiction that departs from consensus reality 

to explore alternatives, whether through science fiction, fantasy, counterfactual 

history, or other forms (Lucas, 2010). It provides what Waggoner describes as 

“a means by which realism could speculate on unprovable realities and readers 

could give them literary belief” (Waggoner, 1978, p. 9). The power of speculative 

fiction for research purposes lies in its capacity to help process complex societal 

changes through narrative, making visible assumptions, fears, and desires that 

are difficult to surface through conventional analytical approaches. 

Several attempts at using fiction to spark sociological conversations or as an 

integral element of research can be found in the literature. Early mentions of 

social science fiction written by students in classroom settings were not directly 

related to research (Lackey, 1994), but the genre gradually became more 

consolidated and provided a structured basis for sociological writing (Mannon 

& Camfield, 2019) before directly inspiring fictional attempts in the field of 

education (Selwyn, Pangrazio, et al., 2020; Suoranta et al., 2022). Lackey (1994) 

introduced the term when describing how sociology students could write short 

fiction to explore social issues, using the speculative imagination of science 

fiction while remaining anchored in sociological concerns. Mannon and 

Camfield (2019) later connected this practice to C. Wright Mills’ sociological 
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imagination (2000), arguing that writing fiction helps students and scholars 

bridge personal experience with structural textual analysis. When education 

researchers recently began writing their own speculative scenarios about the 

future of schools and universities, they drew on this sociological tradition. 

Selwyn, Pangrazio, et al. (2020) published a set of social science fictions 

imagining what schools might look like in 2030, using the fictional vignette 

format to surface concerns about surveillance, datafication, and privatisation 

that a conventional research paper might address more abstractly. Suoranta et 

al. (2022) extended this into higher education, writing speculative social science 

fiction about digitalisation to move ‘from what is to what could be’. In both cases, 

the fictional format served as a way of thinking through complexity, allowing the 

authors to inhabit and explore scenarios. 

The tradition this thesis contributes to is education fiction, a term used by 

Hrastinski (2023) to describe fiction that is grounded in educational concerns 

and used within or alongside research. Hrastinski (2023) identifies several 

characteristics: education fiction “(1) connects the past, present, and future; (2) 

is both speculative and informed; (3) uses atmosphere to evoke emotion; and 

(4) encourages reflection.” Hrastinski (2025) further develops the concept by 

arguing for fiction as a method for imagining higher education futures, noting 

the growing number of researchers, educators, and students turning to fiction 

to explore the implications of an increasingly digitalised educational landscape 

(Houlden & Veletsianos, 2023). 

How does education fiction relate to the other traditions reviewed above? 

Speculative storytelling in education has been labelled as social science fiction, 

speculative fiction, or design fiction, and these terms overlap in their concern 

with the construction of possible futures. All three share a commitment to using 

imaginative practices for exploring what lies beyond current reality. However, 

they differ in emphasis. Design fiction is anchored in designed artefacts and 

systems; its primary concern is with the social implications of specific 

technological interventions, and its origins lie in design practice rather than in 

social science methodology. Speculative fiction is a broad literary category that 

encompasses many forms of departure from consensus reality, not all of which 

are connected to research or to education. Social science fiction is grounded in 

sociological concerns and uses fiction to explore structural issues, but it is not 

specifically focused on educational questions. Education fiction, as used in this 

thesis, is distinguished by its grounding in educational concerns: the speculative 

element serves to explore matters that are recognisably about education, 
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including its institutions, relationships, values, and purposes. It is more 

structurally open than design fiction (it does not require a designed artefact as 

its centrepiece), more domain-specific than speculative fiction (it is about 

education), and slightly more methodologically oriented than social science 

fiction (it can function both as an analytical object and as a data generation 

method). At the same time, education fiction draws on all three traditions. It 

shares with design fiction the concern with technology and its social 

implications, with speculative fiction the commitment to thought-

experimenting, and with social science fiction the aim of using narrative to 

surface social and structural concerns. 

2.2.3 Fiction as critical inquiry  

The previous sections established that narrative is a mode of knowing (2.2.1) 

and that fiction has been taken up as a legitimate research practice across the 

social sciences (2.2.2). This section adds a third dimension: fiction can serve a 

specifically critical function in relation to technology and education. By creating 

imagined worlds in which present arrangements are rearranged, disrupted, or 

extended to their logical conclusions, fiction can make visible what is otherwise 

taken for granted about how education works and what technology does within 

it. This critical capacity is central to why this thesis employs education fiction. 

Critical engagement with educational technology has a long history, stretching 

from early questioning of technological determinism through the Frankfurt 

School analyses of instrumental rationality to contemporary scholarship on 

surveillance, datafication, and algorithmic governance in education (Selwyn, 

2022; Williamson & Eynon, 2020). A central concern of this research tradition 

is to uncover the often-concealed power dynamics, biases, and unintended 

consequences that frequently accompany the introduction of technological 

innovations into educational settings (Watters, 2021). What connects these 

otherwise diverse critical traditions is a shared insistence that technology in 

education is never neutral, as it carries assumptions about what learning is, who 

it is for, and what purposes it should serve. These assumptions tend to become 

invisible as technologies become embedded in everyday institutional practice. 

The question, then, is how to make them visible again. 

One answer comes from literary theory. Viktor Shklovsky (2015), writing within 

the Russian Formalist tradition at the beginning of the 20th century, introduced 

the concept of defamiliarisation (ostranenie): the idea that art’s function is to 

present familiar things in unfamiliar ways, thereby disrupting habitual 
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perception. In Shklovsky’s terms, we tend to “recognize” rather than truly “see” 

the objects and practices that surround us, and art’s task is to restore the 

strangeness of what we have grown accustomed to. Fiction achieves this through 

its literary devices: an unexpected narrator, a displaced temporal setting, the 

exaggeration of a familiar practice to the point where its underlying logic might 

become more visible. In speculative education fiction, this defamiliarising effect 

is closely related to what Darko Suvin describes as “cognitive estrangement” 

(Suvin, 1972, 1979): the capacity of science fiction to estrange the reader’s 

empirical world through an imagined alternative that remains rationally 

intelligible rather than purely fantastical. For Suvin, the speculative “novum,” 

the new device, condition, institution, or social arrangement around which the 

fictional world is organised, creates distance from the present while also inviting 

reflection on it. In this sense, speculative fiction makes the familiar strange in a 

way that encourages comparison, interpretation, and critique. When a piece of 

education fiction, for instance, describes a future classroom in which every 

student interaction is monitored and scored by AI, the reader is invited to 

recognise this as an extension of practices that already exist, such as learning 

analytics and automated assessment, while also seeing them from a fresh 

perspective, stripped of the familiarity that makes them seem inevitable.  

This mechanism of defamiliarisation is closely related to what Iser (1975) 

describes as fiction’s capacity to transform rather than mirror reality. In The 

Reality of Fiction, Wolfgang Iser argues that fictional texts reorganise existing 

realities, creating gaps and tensions that the reader must actively work to 

resolve. This generative quality means that fiction produces something that 

neither the text alone nor the reader alone possesses: a new configuration of 

meaning that emerges in the encounter between the two. The demands of 

fiction, including the need to commit to characters, settings, and plot 

developments, or simply to an alternate vision of reality, ideally generate new 

configurations of meaning that the writer may not have arrived at through 

abstract reflection alone. The critical potential of fiction, in this reading, lies 

partly in its form. 

Ross (2017) has argued for speculative methods in digital education research as 

approaches that move beyond determining ‘what works’ to engage in what she 

calls ‘inventive problem-making’. Rather than seeking definitive answers or 

interventions, speculative methods embrace uncertainty and work with the ‘not-

yetness’ of emerging technologies and practices in education. This approach is 

particularly valuable in digital education contexts, where technologies and 
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practices are often in flux and their implications are still unfolding. Rahm (2025) 

extends this by showing how speculative methods can reveal implicit acceptance 

of constraining imaginaries and help illuminate power asymmetries in 

educational technology. The critical work here happens through the act of 

imagining: by constructing a speculative scenario, the researcher or participant 

is compelled to make choices, choices that reveal assumptions about who has 

power, what counts as valuable knowledge, and whose interests are served by 

particular technological arrangements. These methods, deployed through 

design fictions (Costello et al., 2023; Cox, 2021), critical education futures 

scholarship (Bayne & Ross, 2024), and creative narrative approaches such as 

social science fiction and postdigital fables (Costello et al., 2022; Selwyn, 

Pangrazio, et al., 2020; Suoranta et al., 2022), open space for questioning and 

reimagining educational practices while surfacing the tensions, risks, and power 

asymmetries that accompany particular sociotechnical choices (Houlden & 

Veletsianos, 2023). 

One comparative point should be made explicit here, since it bears on the 

methodological choices described in Chapter 3. Fiction is not the only means of 

eliciting stakeholders’ orientations towards the future. Interviews, for example, 

can ask directly about hopes and concerns, and predictive, explorative, or 

normative techniques that rely on scenarios within futures studies invite 

participants to articulate alternative futures in various forms (Börjeson et al., 

2006). The distinctiveness of fiction-writing relative to adjacent approaches 

follows from the theoretical account developed above, and rests on three 

foundational or theoretical features. The first is formal commitment. 

Constructing a story compels choices that description does not require: a 

character must be someone in particular, a classroom must work in some 

specific way, a conflict must be resolved or left unresolved. Following Iser (1975), 

these commitments can generate configurations of meaning that the writer 

would not have reached through direct questioning or abstract reflection; in 

Polkinghorne’s (1988) terms, the hypothetical narrative is itself an act of 

knowing rather than a report on knowledge already held. The second is 

estrangement. The interview tends to invite positions rehearsed within familiar 

discursive registers, whereas the speculative frame displaces the familiar and 

can loosen the impact of ready-made answers (Shklovsky, 2015; Suvin, 1979). 

The third is authorial autonomy. Written fiction is typically produced without 

the immediate presence of a researcher, which gives participants freedom over 

the framing, pace, and place of their engagement, and reduces the 

conversational pressure towards acceptable answers that interview settings may 
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exert (Sools, 2020). It is therefore argued here that fiction can reach material 

that direct questioning may not access: the tacit assumptions and value 

commitments that shape how technological futures are imagined. 

A further critical dimension concerns whose imaginations count and which 

futures become visible. The act of imagining is shaped by political forces, 

institutional positions, and available discursive resources. The ed-tech 

imaginary (Watters, 2020) encompasses the various stories told about the 

historical trajectory and potential future of education and educational 

technology. These narratives frequently rely on simplified accounts of the past 

and present to promote particular visions of the future. This imaginary can 

perpetuate specific ideologies, including technological determinism and techno-

solutionism, the conviction that technology can solve educational problems that 

are fundamentally social or political in nature. Dominant narratives and what 

has been termed the ‘ed-tech imaginary’ play a crucial role in shaping our 

collective understanding of the perceived necessity and potential benefits of 

technology within education, often powerfully influencing the formulation and 

implementation of educational policies (Knox et al., 2020). Recognising the 

inherently political dimensions of the ed-tech imaginary is therefore important 

for understanding the complex processes through which certain visions of the 

future of educational technology gain prominence and widespread acceptance, 

while other potentially valuable perspectives are overlooked. This point 

connects directly to the SCOT concept of relevant social groups (discussed in 

section 2.4): different groups bring different interpretive resources to the same 

technology, and the question of which interpretations prevail is fundamentally 

a question of power. 

Fiction occupies an ambivalent position in relation to these politics of 

imagination. Sociotechnical imaginaries are not neutral predictions but 

normative visions through which technological futures are made thinkable, 

desirable and actionable (Jasanoff & Kim, 2015). On one hand, fiction can 

reproduce dominant imaginaries: a speculative story about AI in education 

might simply reiterate the techno-optimistic or techno-pessimistic narratives 

already circulating in public discourse, including familiar hopes and fears about 

automation, control, efficiency or human replacement (Cave & Dihal, 2019; 

Linderoth et al., 2024). Indeed, speculative fiction can sometimes reproduce the 

very framings it seeks to question, for example by over-relying on dystopian, 

apocalyptic or technologically deterministic scenarios (Houlden & Veletsianos, 

2023; Rahm, 2025). On the other hand, fiction can also disrupt such 
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imaginaries: by imagining alternatives, by foregrounding voices and concerns 

that dominant framings marginalise, or by making visible the assumptions that 

underpin seemingly self-evident futures (Hrastinski, 2023; Macgilchrist & 

Costello, 2023; Selwyn, Pangrazio, et al., 2020). This chapter has established 

how fiction can serve a critical function under particular conditions; Chapters 4 

and 5 examine whether and how it does so in the specific case of AI in education. 

Thus far, a cumulative argument has been shaped. Narrative is a mode of 

knowing (2.2.1); fiction is a developed form of that mode, with an established 

place in social science research (2.2.2); and fiction can serve a critical function, 

making visible what is taken for granted, generating new configurations of 

meaning, and engaging with the politics of whose futures are imagined (2.2.3). 

These claims provide the epistemological and methodological foundation for 

using education fiction as the central approach of this thesis. The sections that 

follow add two further layers: why the future specifically requires attention 

(2.3), and how the social construction of technology provides the analytical 

framework for studying what education fiction reveals (2.4). 

2.3 Futures studies and anticipation  

The previous section established that fiction is an epistemologically grounded 

and critically productive form of inquiry. This section adds the temporal 

dimension: why the future specifically. If this thesis were concerned with fiction 

about education in general, the narrative and literary foundations from section 

2.2 would be sufficient. However, the thesis is specifically concerned with fiction 

about possible futures for AI in education. This places it within the intellectual 

tradition of futures studies, a field that provides both conceptual tools and 

cautionary principles for working with imagined futures in a systematic and self-

aware way. 

2.3.1 The study of futures: foundations and key concepts 

The field of futures studies rests on a foundational premise: the future is not a 

single, pre-determined trajectory waiting to be discovered. There are multiple 

possible futures, and the purpose of futures inquiry is to explore, map, and 

critically engage with that plurality rather than to predict which single future 

will arrive. This premise separates futures studies from forecasting in the 

narrow sense. Where forecasting asks “what will happen?”, futures studies asks 

“what could happen, what should happen, and for whom?” 
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This plurality of futures is often expressed through distinctions that recur across 

futures studies. A classic formulation distinguishes between possible futures, 

the wider range of what could conceivably occur; probable futures, what appears 

likely given present trends, assumptions and conditions; and preferable futures, 

what particular actors, groups or communities would want to bring about 

(Amara, 1981; Inayatullah, 2012). Some accounts further distinguish plausible 

futures, understood as futures that are not merely imaginable but credible given 

existing knowledge and constraints (Hancock & Bezold, 1994; Voros, 2003). 

These categories are not mutually exclusive: a given scenario might be possible, 

improbable and highly desirable, or probable yet normatively troubling 

(Börjeson et al., 2006). The point is that engaging with futures requires making 

explicit not only which type of future is being considered, but also from whose 

perspective its likelihood, plausibility or desirability is being judged. This 

matters for the present thesis because education fiction may move across these 

categories: participants can imagine futures that are sometimes probable 

extensions of current trends, sometimes unlikely or speculative possibilities, 

and often shot through with normative commitments about what education 

should be. 

Fred Polak’s The Image of the Future provided one of the futures field’s most 

influential accounts of the relationship between imagined futures and cultural 

change (Polak, 1973; van der Helm, 2005). Polak argued that a society’s images 

of the future are closely linked to its cultural vitality: flourishing societies tend 

to generate positive and dynamic images of the future, while societies in decline 

lose the capacity to imagine desirable and transformative futures. This 

argument should be read as a powerful but contested philosophy of history 

rather than as a simple causal law; as Morgan (2002) notes, Polak’s account 

risks overemphasising future images as an explanation for civilisational rise and 

decline. Nevertheless, Polak’s concept remains useful because it treats images of 

the future as culturally active forms through which societies articulate values, 

hopes, anxieties and directions for action. Polak’s insight is relevant to this thesis 

because the education fictions collected here can be read as images of education 

futures produced within a specific community; they make visible some of the 

hopes, fears, assumptions and normative commitments through which that 

culture imagines its possible futures. 

Jim Dator, working in the Mānoa School of futures studies, developed a widely 

used framework for engaging with such images of the future (Dator, 2019a). 

Dator’s observation was that images of the future repeatedly cluster around four 
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generic alternatives: Continued Growth, in which existing systems, economies 

and institutions keep expanding; Collapse, in which systems break down or 

regress under environmental, economic, social or other pressures; Discipline, in 

which society reorganises around limits, constraints or guiding values; and 

Transformation, in which existing structures are fundamentally reconfigured, 

often through technological, social or cultural change. These four futures are 

scenario archetypes or recurring patterns through which people narrate how 

futures might unfold. For the present thesis, they provide a useful vocabulary 

for analysing whether education fictions about AI imagine educational change 

as extension, breakdown, restraint or transformation. 

A key methodological principle in contemporary futures studies is the 

distinction between prediction and exploration. Although forecasting and 

predictive scenarios remain part of the field, futures studies works with multiple, 

alternative futures in order to explore possibilities, surface assumptions, and 

support action under uncertainty (Börjeson et al., 2006; Dator, 2019a; 

Inayatullah, 2012). Scenarios, archetypes and imaginative exercises are 

therefore valuable less as forecasts than as structured ways of examining what 

could happen, what different actors might prefer, and what consequences may 

follow from particular choices. This distinction is important for the present 

thesis: education fiction is used to explore the range of futures that stakeholders 

can imagine, to examine what shapes and constrains those imaginations, and to 

understand what such patterns reveal about present values, assumptions and 

concerns. 

In framing education fiction as a site of futures inquiry, I follow Miles’s account 

of the relationship between science fiction and futures studies. Miles (1993, p. 

317) argues that the present itself can be a site of speculative fiction, and that 

being set in the future is not a criterion of good science fiction; nor is accurate 

or plausible forecasting. What matters, from a futures-studies perspective, is 

that science fiction can construct images of the future that cast light on the 

present. This matters methodologically because science-fictional narratives can 

be used either critically or purely for entertainment or exploratory purposes. As 

Miles warns, futures studies, like pulp science fiction, can project the past into 

the future when it fails to examine its own assumptions and the contradictions 

of current practice. In this thesis, education fictions that draw on science-

fictional and speculative techniques open a space for debate, perspective-taking 

and the exploration of both desirable possibilities and unintended 

consequences. 
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The intersection of futures studies with technological change is particularly 

productive in educational contexts, where rapid transformations often outpace 

the capacity of research to make sense of them. Facer (2011), in Learning 

Futures, argued for bringing futures thinking into education research as a way 

of engaging with uncertainty rather than retreating from it. When technologies 

change faster than research cycles can accommodate, futures-oriented 

approaches offer a way to think systematically about what is coming, who is 

shaping it, and what values are at stake. It is within this intersection of futures 

studies and educational technology that this thesis positions its use of education 

fiction: as a futures-oriented method for studying how stakeholders construct 

and negotiate the meaning of AI in education. 

The significance of this period and the questions posed here is captured by what 

Collingridge (1982) identified as the central dilemma of technological control: 

in the early life of a technology, intervention is easiest but knowledge of 

consequences is scarce, while by the time consequences are well understood, the 

technology has become socially embedded and more difficult to steer. Work on 

anticipatory governance (Guston, 2014) and “techno-moral scenarios” 

(Swierstra & Rip, 2007), each with their shortcomings (Capasso, 2023), respond 

to this dilemma by arguing that the capacity to reflect on plausible futures must 

be built while the technology can still be shaped. Studying how stakeholders 

imagine the futures of AI in education during its period of reopened 

interpretative flexibility is, in this sense, an engagement with the moment at 

which values can still be negotiated into, or out of, the technology’s eventual 

form. 

One specific analytical tool from futures studies, Causal Layered Analysis (CLA), 

is used later in this thesis and is described in more detail in Chapter 3. CLA was 

developed by Inayatullah (1998) as a method for moving beneath surface-level 

descriptions of futures to examine the systemic, worldview, and metaphorical 

layers that structure how futures are imagined. It is mentioned here to note its 

intellectual home within the futures studies tradition, connecting it to the 

broader epistemological commitments of the field: the idea that images of the 

future are never simply descriptive but always carry deeper assumptions about 

how the world works and what matters within it. 

2.3.2 Anticipation and futures literacy  

A term that often comes up alongside discussions of futures studies is that of 

anticipation. Where futures studies provides a broad framework for exploring 
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multiple possible futures, anticipation theory asks a more specific question: how 

do individuals and communities orient themselves towards the future, and how 

does this orientation shape present action and sense-making (Brassett & 

O’Reilly, 2021; Fasoli & Poli, 2024)? 

Poli defines anticipation as involving two necessary components: a forward-

looking attitude and its use to inform action. A weather forecast, for example, is 

not anticipatory in itself; anticipation occurs when someone watches the 

forecast and, as a result, decides to take an umbrella before leaving for work 

(Poli, 2017, pp. 1–2). This distinction helps clarify the relationship between 

anticipation and futures studies. Although both concepts belong to future-

oriented inquiry, Poli distinguishes between them by arguing that anticipation 

theory functions as the decision-making component that futures studies draws 

on after possible futures have been made visible through futures exercises and 

other future-oriented activities (Poli, 2024, p. 2). 

Poli (2017) further distinguishes between different types of anticipatory 

processes. Anticipation may be internally generated, involving subjective 

psychological operations such as expectations, hopes, or fears about what is to 

come. It may also be externally triggered, for example by a weather forecast, 

policy announcement, or technological development. This distinction is 

important for the present thesis because education fiction involves both forms 

of anticipation. When stakeholders write speculative stories about AI in 

education, they draw on internal anticipatory processes, including their 

personal values, professional experiences, and beliefs about what education 

should be. At the same time, they respond to external anticipatory conditions, 

including the prompts, institutional discourses, and technological developments 

that shape which futures appear thinkable. The empirical analysis therefore 

examines how these internal and external forms of anticipation interact in 

stakeholder narratives. 

Riel Miller’s concept of futures literacy extends Poli’s anticipation framework 

into a capacity-oriented framework. Miller (2018a) defines futures literacy as 

the capability to imagine diverse futures and use those futures to see the present 

in new ways, having an impact on interventions designed at the present moment 

with a view to affecting the future (Mangnus et al., 2021). This capability to “use-

the-future” is tightly connected with the concept of anticipation: since the future 

does not yet exist but already has an impact on present behaviour, the 

mechanisms for exploring and using it revolve around anticipatory systems and 

processes. 
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A central contribution of Miller’s framework is the distinction between two 

orientations towards the future. Anticipation for-the-future treats imagined 

futures as goals that enable preparation and planning: the future is something 

to be achieved or avoided, and anticipation serves instrumental purposes. 

Anticipation for emergence uses imagined futures to make sense of the present, 

making anticipatory assumptions more visible (Miller, 2018b). In this second 

orientation, the point is to use the act of imagining futures as a diagnostic tool 

that reveals what is taken for granted, what is valued, and what is feared. 

Education fiction, as produced and analysed here, operates on both orientations, 

but can be seen primarily through the anticipation-for-emergence mode: the 

purpose is to make visible the values and assumptions that structure present 

thinking about AI in education as well as to facilitate reflection on future 

pathways.  

Koselleck’s (1985) philosophical work on the semantics of historical time 

provides a further foundation. Koselleck theorises the relationship between 

what he calls the “space of experience” (the accumulated past that shapes 

present understanding) and the “horizon of expectation” (the anticipated future 

that orients present action). Experience and expectation are not symmetrical: 

expectations are always conditioned by what one has known, and past 

experiences shape what futures feel thinkable. Koselleck’s framework helps 

explain why different stakeholder groups (within education, here) may produce 

different kinds of futures: their spaces of experience differ, and so do their 

horizons of expectation. 

Finally, Tuomi’s (2019) concept of ontological expansion adds a dimension that 

is particularly relevant in the context of AI. Rather than treating innovation as 

the introduction of something new into a stable world, Tuomi argues that 

innovation can expand reality itself by creating new domains of action, meaning, 

and possibility. In this sense, emerging technologies may reshape the conditions 

under which educational practices become intelligible. For AI in education, this 

suggests that the technology may be changing what is possible, what is 

thinkable, and even what counts as education. Anticipation, in this light, 

encourages an engagement with realities that are themselves still emerging. 

These concepts from anticipation studies and futures literacy provide a basis for 

understanding what stakeholders do when they write education fiction. They are 

engaging in an anticipatory practice: using imagined futures to make sense of 

present uncertainties around AI in education. The analytical question that this 

thesis pursues is what shapes and constrains that anticipatory practice, and 
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what kinds of futures it makes visible. The following section (2.4) introduces the 

Social Construction of Technology framework, which provides the analytical 

vocabulary for studying how different groups may construct competing 

meanings around the same technology, before the theoretical integration (2.5) 

shows how all these strands combine. 

2.4 The social construction of technology  

2.4.1 The STS and SCOT approach 

The field of Science and Technology Studies (STS) offers a theoretical framing 

for understanding the complex interplay between science, technology, and 

society. At its core, STS conceives of science and technology as deeply embedded 

social processes shaped by cultural, political, and economic factors (Jasanoff, 

2010; Latour, 1987). 

Social Construction of Technology (SCOT) is a foundational approach within 

STS that offers a social-constructivist alternative to technological determinism, 

which views technology as developing largely autonomously and unilaterally 

shaping society. Developed primarily by Wiebe Bijker and Trevor Pinch, the 

SCOT framework argues that the development and meaning of technology are 

shaped by social processes and negotiations. Instead of seeing technology as a 

fixed entity that causes social effects, SCOT demonstrates how technology is 

itself a product of social choices, interpretations, and power dynamics. The core 

of the framework can be understood through several key concepts (Bijker et al., 

2012; Pinch & Bijker, 1984). 

Central to SCOT is the concept of relevant social groups. These are the 

communities or institutions of actors who share a particular set of meanings 

regarding a specific technology (Bijker, 2001). These include the users of a 

technology as well as designers, engineers, policymakers, corporate entities, and 

even groups who actively resist the technology. For any given artefact, there can 

be multiple relevant social groups, each with its own perspective on what the 

technology is, what problems it solves, and what its purpose should be. In the 

context of AI in education, relevant social groups may include teachers, 

students, university administrators, educational technology companies, and 

government regulators. 

SCOT argues that emerging technologies often possess interpretative flexibility. 

This means that a technological artefact can carry multiple meanings for 

different relevant social groups, especially during early stages of development 
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and adoption (Pinch & Bijker, 1984). These groups identify different 

possibilities, problems, and futures associated with the artefact, and their 

interpretations shape how the technology is designed, used, contested, and 

stabilised. 

AI in education currently displays a high degree of interpretative flexibility. 

Some stakeholders frame AI as a route towards personalised tutoring and 

adaptive support (Holmes & Tuomi, 2022; Kasneci et al., 2023), while others 

describe generative AI as a creative partner for students, particularly in relation 

to writing, ideation, feedback, and multimodal production (Creely & Blannin, 

2025). In this sense, the design, function, and social meaning of AI in education 

remain open to negotiation and construction. 

Over time, interpretative flexibility may narrow through a social process called 

closure (Basu, 2023; Pinch & Bijker, 1984). Closure refers to the process through 

which some interpretations gain stability and become more widely accepted 

among relevant social groups. This process can occur through technical 

redesign, institutional adoption, rhetorical persuasion, advertising, regulation, 

or the redefinition of the problem that the technology is expected to solve. Once 

closure occurs, the technology’s meaning and form begin to stabilise, and the 

artefact becomes more recognisable within everyday social practice. By 

foregrounding these processes, SCOT provides a useful analytical framework for 

analysing how technologies come to take particular forms. It directs the 

researcher to ask how a technology becomes stabilised, whose interpretations 

become embedded in its development, and which values are carried into its 

eventual design and use. For the present thesis, speculative stories about AI in 

education can be read as direct expressions of interpretative flexibility: they 

reveal how different stakeholders imagine, contest, and attempt to shape the 

possible futures of educational AI. 

Two aspects of closure matter for how this thesis uses the SCOT framework. The 

first is that closure is provisional rather than final. Interpretative flexibility can 

be reopened when new relevant social groups encounter an artefact, or when the 

artefact changes in ways that unsettle previously stabilised meanings, as Kline 

and Pinch (1996) demonstrated in their study of the automobile, whose settled 

urban meaning was reopened and reworked by rural users who reinterpreted 

the car as a stationary power source and general farm technology. The second 

aspect is that this provisionality is precisely what the recent history of AI in 

education displays. The earlier generation of AIED artefacts described in Section 

2.1 had achieved a form of closure by confinement: intelligent tutoring systems, 
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adaptive platforms, and learning analytics were meaningful primarily to the 

researchers who developed them and the institutions that procured them, and 

their interpretation was settled within narrow specialist circles (Doroudi, 2023). 

The public release of generative AI systems from late 2022 disturbed this 

arrangement by placing a general-purpose artefact directly in the hands of 

students, teachers, parents, administrators, and members of the public, many of 

whom had not previously engaged with it at this scale (Labadze et al., 2023; 

McGrath et al., 2025). The present period of high interpretative flexibility is 

therefore best understood as a reopening or a destabilisation of prior partial 

closures, produced by a sudden expansion in the number and diversity of 

relevant social groups. This matters for the present thesis, because it identifies 

the present as a bounded interval in which competing interpretations are 

unusually visible and consequential, rather than as a permanent feature of 

educational technology. 

A related point concerns analytical temporality. In its classic formulation, SCOT 

is most often demonstrated through reconstructive case studies of technological 

change, in which relevant social groups, interpretative flexibility, and 

closure/stabilisation are traced through controversies whose outcomes are at 

least partly visible (Pinch & Bijker, 1984). SCOT is not restricted in principle to 

completed artefacts, but its canonical empirical vocabulary has typically been 

mobilised retrospectively. This thesis adapts SCOT prospectively by examining 

interpretative flexibility while stabilisation remains unsettled (Elle et al., 2010; 

Liao, 2018). It treats stakeholder-produced fiction as anticipatory discourse: 

evidence of competing meanings, imagined uses, problem definitions, and 

attempted closure before closure has fully occurred. It is at this point that the 

concept of sociotechnical imaginaries, introduced in the following section, 

becomes useful, since it complements SCOT with prospective vocabulary: an 

account of how visions of the future themselves participate in the stabilisation 

of technological meaning. 

2.4.2 Sociotechnical imaginaries 

Jasanoff defines sociotechnical imaginaries as “collectively held, institutionally 

stabilized, and publicly performed visions of desirable futures, animated by 

shared understandings of forms of social life and social order attainable through, 

and supportive of, advances in science and technology” (Jasanoff, 2015, p. 4). In 

simpler terms, sociotechnical imaginaries are future-oriented visions that 

connect expectations about science and technology with assumptions about 

social life, institutional order, and the common good. They give shape to 
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collective hopes, concerns, and moral frameworks, and they help determine 

which innovations are pursued, legitimised, regulated, or resisted. 

Such visions may begin with individual actors or smaller groups, and they gain 

broader cultural and political force when they are adopted by governments, 

corporations, social movements, professional communities, or other 

institutions. Over time, institutions such as legislatures, courts, media 

organisations, and policy bodies may elevate some imaginaries over others, 

shaping public understandings of what appears possible, desirable, or necessary 

in a technologically mediated future (Jasanoff, 2015; Jasanoff & Kim, 2009). On 

this basis, this thesis treats fiction as one of the key sites through which 

sociotechnical imaginaries are constructed, contested, and performed. Fiction 

gives speculative form to possible futures and makes visible the assumptions, 

values, conflicts, and institutional priorities that structure those futures 

(Belsunces, 2025; Fischer & Mehnert, 2021). Analysing the content and 

structure of such fictions, together with their relationship to surrounding 

educational and technological discourses, therefore provides insight into how 

relevant social groups make sense of technological change. In the context of AI 

in education, these fictional narratives can be read as expressions of 

interpretative flexibility: they show how stakeholders imagine educational AI, 

which problems they attach to it, which futures they find desirable or 

concerning, and how they attempt to stabilise its possible meanings (Jasanoff, 

2015; Pinch & Bijker, 1984). 

The analytical vocabulary of SCOT and sociotechnical imaginaries is 

complemented by a third STS tradition that addresses the future-oriented 

dimension of technological meaning-making directly: the sociology of 

expectations (Borup et al., 2006; Brown & Michael, 2003). This body of work 

treats expectations about emerging technologies as performative rather than 

purely descriptive. Statements about what a technology will do are understood 

as generative: they mobilise resources, legitimate investment, coordinate actors 

across institutional boundaries, and discipline present activity in the name of an 

anticipated future, often through recurring cycles of hype and disappointment 

(Borup et al., 2006). Beckert (2016) generalises the point beyond technology, 

arguing that under conditions of fundamental uncertainty economic actors 

coordinate through fictional expectations: imagined futures that are treated as 

if they were credible, and that generate real activity in the present whether or 

not they materialise. Educational technology offers a clear case, since narratives 

promising personalisation, efficiency, and transformation have repeatedly 
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preceded, and frequently outrun, the available evidence (McGrath et al., 2025; 

Watters, 2020). 

This literature supplies a bridge between the two halves of the theoretical 

framework. Expectations are where social construction meets anticipation, since 

they simultaneously represent claims negotiated among relevant social groups 

and orientations towards futures that do not yet exist. It also reframes the 

method itself. If the educational technology sector already operates through 

narratives of promise, then inviting stakeholders to write fiction engages the 

dominant discursive mode of that field on its own terrain, while redistributing 

authorship from private companies and policy actors to teachers, students, and 

other groups whose anticipations rarely acquire promissory force. Fiction, in 

this sense, answers fiction. 

2.5 Theoretical integration: how the pieces combine  

This thesis is grounded in a social constructivist epistemology. Following Crotty 

(1998), it understands meaning and reality as phenomena produced through 

ongoing interactions between people, objects, institutions, and wider social 

worlds. From this perspective, the future of AI in education is best approached 

as a field of multiple possible futures that are continually shaped through 

dialogue, policy, cultural narrative, institutional practice, and shared belief 

(Bell, 2002; Inayatullah, 2008). 

Science and Technology Studies (STS) provide the broad theoretical lens for 

understanding the relationship between technology and society. Within this 

tradition, the concept of sociotechnical imaginaries refers to collectively held 

and institutionally stabilised visions of desirable futures in which scientific and 

technological development is linked to particular forms of social life and social 

order (Jasanoff, 2015; Jasanoff & Kim, 2009). In the context of AI in education, 

these imaginaries include visions of personalised learning, institutional 

efficiency, pedagogical transformation, surveillance, automation, care, and 

control. By integrating social constructivism with STS, this thesis frames its 

central object of inquiry as the competing sociotechnical imaginaries through 

which stakeholders make sense of AI in education. 

While STS provides the broad theoretical frame, the social construction of 

technology (SCOT) offers a more specific vocabulary for analysing how 

technological meanings are constructed, negotiated, and stabilised (Pinch & 

Bijker, 1984). Its concepts of relevant social groups, interpretative flexibility, 

and closure help explain how different interpretations of a technology emerge, 
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compete, and stabilise. This thesis approaches AI in education as a technology 

with a high degree of interpretative flexibility, since its purposes and future 

forms can appear contested across teachers, students, administrators, 

technology companies, regulators, and other relevant social groups. SCOT 

therefore supports the analysis of whose interpretations are foregrounded, 

whose values become embedded, and how particular educational futures 

become more plausible or authoritative. 

The next layer of the framework connects STS with narrative theory. This thesis 

treats the social construction of technology as a process that is often mediated 

through narrative. Bruner (1991) argues that people use narrative to construct 

reality, organise experience, interpret human intention, and connect events 

across time. In futures research, narrative foresight similarly emphasises the 

stories told by individuals, organisations, states, and communities about 

possible, probable, and preferred futures (Milojević & Inayatullah, 2015). These 

perspectives clarify why stories are analytically important for studying AI in 

education: they show how stakeholders organise technological uncertainty into 

meaningful accounts of promise, risk, responsibility, progress, and harm. 

This connection also clarifies the relationship between sociotechnical 

imaginaries and SCOT. Sociotechnical imaginaries are expressed, circulated, 

and contested through stories. During periods of interpretative flexibility, 

relevant social groups negotiate technology through narratives about what the 

technology is, what problems it addresses, which futures it enables, and which 

social orders it supports. Studying the social construction of AI in education 

therefore requires attention to the stories through which its possible futures are 

made meaningful. Narratives function here as a medium through which social 

construction becomes observable. 

This leads to the final layer of the theoretical framework: the specific site of 

inquiry. When social construction is approached as a narrative process, 

(education) fiction can be understood as a cultural site where possible futures 

are imagined, rehearsed, and contested. Education fiction gives speculative form 

to education futures and allows social relations, institutional arrangements, 

pedagogical values, and technological assumptions to become visible (Houlden 

& Veletsianos, 2023; Hrastinski, 2025; Macgilchrist, 2021). In the context of AI, 

design fiction and speculative fiction are especially useful because they make 

abstract debates about automation, datafication, agency, and educational 

purpose more concrete (Cox, 2021). The stories analysed and generated in this 

research are therefore treated as cultural artefacts and empirical material. Their 
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value lies in how they reveal assumptions, values, anxieties, and desires among 

the relevant social groups shaping education futures. Through character, plot, 

conflict, setting, and resolution, education fiction makes the interpretative 

flexibility of AI in education tangible. 

In summary, the theoretical framework of this thesis is a multi-layered, 

narrative-constructivist approach. It begins from the constructionist premise 

that futures are produced through social practices. It uses sociotechnical 

imaginaries to identify the collective visions being produced. It employs SCOT 

to analyse how these visions are negotiated, contested, and stabilised among 

relevant social groups. It then treats narrative as the medium through which 

these processes become meaningful, and education fiction as a key site where 

they can be observed and analysed. Having established this theoretical 

integration, the following chapter describes how the framework was 

operationalised through a multi-study research design. 
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3 Methodology 

 

3.1 Research paradigm and epistemological positioning 

This thesis uses qualitative methods to investigate how education stakeholders 

construct meanings, values, and imaginaries about AI through speculative 

narratives. Following established guidance on qualitative research, my aim has 

been to produce findings that are credible and can support further research 

(Fossey et al., 2002; Tracy, 2010). Because this project uses fiction as a 

speculative inquiry device, its knowledge claims concern plausibility, 

interpretive depth, and generativity instead of prediction or traditional 

verification against some external truth. Narratives are treated as tools for 

surfacing values, tensions, and sociotechnical imaginaries around AI in 

education. Rigour is pursued through transparent documentation of the 

research design, data generation process, analytic procedures, and reflexive 

decisions, which this chapter describes (Fossey et al., 2002; Tracy, 2010). 

The research in this thesis belongs primarily to the interpretive paradigm 

(Fossey et al., 2002; Hammersley, 2013). It is informed by hermeneutics, 

assumes that reality is multiple and socially constructed, and seeks to 

understand participants’ situated reasoning rather than impose a single rational 

account. Its claims therefore prioritise contextualised interpretation over 

prediction or verification against an external truth. Given these tenets, the 

interpretive paradigm is not only a convenient choice for this research but a 

necessary one. My study employs speculative thinking and education fiction as 

its core approach for data generation. By doing so, it utilises imagined, 
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(im)possible scenarios to elicit participants’ interpretations, values, hopes, and 

fears about that future. The data consist of the meanings participants 

constructed while producing and reflecting on these texts. Therefore, a 

paradigm that prioritises understanding the construction of social meaning 

(constructivism) and exploring how people make sense of potential realities 

(hermeneutics) is fundamentally aligned with the aims of this research. 

3.2 Research design: a multi-study approach 

This thesis employs a multi-study qualitative inquiry design, structured as a 

compilation of four distinct but interconnected research articles, which aim to 

explore and understand the social construction of the future of AI in education. 

To operationalise the interpretive nature of this research and its epistemological 

stance on social constructivism, the SCOT framework is used as a guiding 

analytical lens. 

The choice of a multi-study design reflects the complexity of the research object. 

Studying the social construction of a technology’s future requires attending to 

multiple facets of that process: what futures are being imagined, how those 

imaginaries are structured and communicated, what tools are appropriate for 

reading them, and what values and assumptions underpin the choices that 

people make when they imagine. No single study could address all of these 

dimensions with sufficient depth. Instead, four articles build on each other in a 

deliberate sequence, each contributing a distinct layer to the overall inquiry. The 

four papers are presented here in the chronological order in which they were 

produced and published.  

Paper 1 serves as a landscape-mapping exercise. By analysing a corpus of 100 

published education fictions, it identifies the dominant themes, tropes, and 

narrative patterns that characterise how researchers have imagined AI futures 

in education. In SCOT terms, this study maps the existing interpretative 

flexibility surrounding AI in education: the range of competing meanings, 

possibilities, and concerns that circulate in academic discourse. The analysis 

reveals what futures are already ‘in play’ as publicly available imaginaries before 

any primary data are generated. 

Paper 2 addresses an analytical gap that emerged during and after the work on 

Paper 1. While thematic analysis provided a structured way to identify recurring 

patterns across the fiction corpus, it was limited in its capacity to engage with 

the literary and argumentative dimensions of fictional texts. Fiction carries 

meaning through narrative techniques (character, plot, metaphor, tone) and 
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argumentative or rhetorical strategies (how a story persuades, critiques, or 

provokes) that thematic coding alone does not fully capture. Paper 2 therefore 

develops an analytical toolkit: three interpretive lenses designed for the 

systematic reading of education fiction. The paper is a conceptual and 

methodological contribution that develops analytical instruments. The lenses 

draw on literary theory, rhetorical analysis, and critical education research. 

Paper 3 shifts from analysing existing fictions to generating new ones. Using a 

bespoke web-based story-crafting tool, 69 university stakeholders (teachers, 

students, researchers, and PhD candidates) from Swedish higher education 

accepted the invitation to write speculative scenarios about AI in education. This 

study generates primary empirical data by engaging a specific relevant social 

group in the act of constructing futures through fiction. The stakeholder-

generated fictions were analysed using Causal Layered Analysis (CLA), 

producing four recurring configurations of imagined futures: Enhancement, 

Transformation, Displacement, and Resistance. By moving from published 

fictions to stakeholder-generated ones, Paper 3 introduces the visions and 

concerns of people who are directly affected by AI’s integration into higher 

education. 

Paper 4 returns to a subset of the same stakeholder group through semi-

structured interviews with 17 participants from Paper 3. Where Paper 3 asked 

what futures stakeholders imagine, Paper 4 asks what shapes and constrains 

those imaginaries. The interviews surfaced a convergence in the reasoning 

behind participants’ speculative choices: across different roles and disciplinary 

backgrounds, stakeholders consistently grounded their futures in educational 

values they sought to protect. This finding prompted a secondary, abductive 

return to and analysis of the fiction dataset, which supported the development 

of the concept of bounded anticipation. Paper 4 thus closes the loop between 

narrative production (fiction writing) and narrative reflection (interview-based 

reasoning), demonstrating how education fiction can function as a two-stage 

inquiry method. 

The four studies, taken together, follow a progression from broad mapping to 

targeted generation to reflective understanding. Paper 1 establishes what is 

being imagined. Paper 2 builds the tools that could be used for deeper reading. 

Paper 3 generates new imaginaries from a specific group and analyses them. 

Paper 4 investigates the reasoning and values that shape those imaginaries. This 

progression mirrors the logic of the SCOT framework itself: identifying relevant 

social groups, documenting interpretative flexibility, and examining the 
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mechanisms through which certain meanings gain traction while others are 

constrained. 

Table 1 below summarises this architecture by mapping each paper to its 

research question contribution, data source, and analytical approach. 

Table 1: Mapping of the four papers included in this thesis, along with their research questions and 

contributions to the thesis as a whole 

Paper 

Paper-specific 

research 

question(s) 
Contribution to 

thesis RQs Data 
Analytical 

approach 

Paper 1 

Landscape 

mapping 

How is the role of 

AI in the future of 

learning and 

teaching depicted 

in social science 

fiction written by 

researchers?  

To what extent 

does social 

science fiction 

contribute 

original ideas to 

the AIED 

discourse? 

RQ1 (primary): 

maps the 

interpretative 

flexibility of AI in 

published 

academic 

imaginaries and 

what futures are 

already ‘in play’. 

RQ2 

(secondary): 

identifies the 

need for fiction-

specific analytical 

tools. 

100 published 

education fictions 

from peer-

reviewed articles 

and edited 

collections (2020 

onwards) 

Reflexive 

thematic analysis: 

inductive, at the 

latent level 

(Braun & Clarke, 

2019, 2022) 

Paper 2 

Analytical tool 

development 

(implicit)  

How can 

education fiction 

be analysed in 

ways that surface 

its educational, 

rhetorical, and 

critical 

contributions? 

RQ2 (primary): 

develops a fiction-

specific analytical 

approach (three 

interpretive 

lenses). 

RQ1 

(secondary): 

shows that 

imagined futures 

are constructed 

and made 

persuasive 

through narrative 

and rhetorical 

mechanisms. 

Conceptual; 

illustrative 

application to one 

published 

education fiction 

(‘Ms. Smith 

Model T4’) 

Interdisciplinary 

synthesis of 

literary theory, 

rhetorical 

analysis, and 

critical education 

research; 

demonstrative 

close reading 

through the three 

lenses 

Paper 3 

Primary data 

generation 

What futures for 

AI in higher 

education do 

university 

RQ1 (primary): 

four 

configurations of 

stakeholder-

69 stakeholder-

generated fictions 

elicited via the 

story-crafting tool 

Causal Layered 

Analysis 

(Inayatullah, 

1998), following 
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stakeholders 

imagine, and 

what challenges 

do these futures 

entail? 

imagined futures 

(Enhancement, 

Transformation, 

Displacement, 

Resistance) and 

three cross-

cutting tensions. 

RQ2 

(secondary): 

demonstrates 

fiction elicitation 

through a 

bespoke story-

crafting tool. 

(teachers, 

students, 

researchers, and 

PhD candidates in 

Swedish higher 

education) 

Bishop and 

Dzidic’s (2014) 

five steps; 

preceded by 

descriptive 

futures-

morphology 

classification 

(Börjeson et al., 

2006) 

Paper 4 

Reflective 

understanding 

How do education 

stakeholders 

construct and 

delimit their 

imaginaries of AI 

in education? 

RQ1 (primary): 

develops bounded 

anticipation — 

imaginaries 

delimited by the 

educational 

values 

stakeholders seek 

to protect. 

RQ2 

(secondary): 

demonstrates 

fiction as a two-

stage inquiry 

method (fiction 

writing followed 

by reflective 

interviews). 

17 semi-

structured 

interviews with a 

subset of Paper 3 

participants; 

secondary 

analysis of the 69 

fictions 

Multi-phase 

abductive design 

(Tavory & 

Timmermans, 

2014): inductive 

initial–focused 

coding and 

themeing of 

interviews 

(Charmaz, 2012; 

Saldaña, 2013); 

structural coding 

of fictions across 

six dimensions; 

cross-dataset 

synthesis 

 

It is worth noting that the four papers were conceived and developed iteratively 

across the course of the doctoral project. While the above description presents 

them as a clean sequential logic, the actual research process involved returning 

to earlier insights as later studies revealed new patterns. The concept of bounded 

anticipation in Paper 4, for instance, prompted a re-reading of findings from 

Paper 3 that enriched the thesis-level synthesis. This iterative quality is 

characteristic of qualitative, interpretive research and is consistent with the 

reflexive epistemological stance outlined earlier. 
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3.3 Data sources and collection  

3.3.1 Published fictions (Paper 1) 

The first dataset comprised a corpus of 100 published works of education fiction. 

These texts were collected through a targeted search of peer-reviewed journal 

articles and edited book collections published since 2020 that contained 

fictional or speculative narratives about AI in educational settings. The temporal 

limit of 2020 was chosen because a notable increase in academic interest in 

social science fiction and education fiction occurred around this time. One 

notable example is the set of future classroom vignettes (Selwyn, Pangrazio, et 

al., 2020), with several edited collections and special journal issues appearing in 

quick succession. 

The search focused on academic publications that employed speculative or 

fictional narratives as a way of engaging with the future of AI in education. The 

sources were identified through a combination of database searches and citation 

tracking within the emerging literature on social science fiction in education. A 

total of 100 distinct fictional texts were located across seven source publications, 

as shown in Table 1 in Paper 1 (Gidiotis & Hrastinski, 2026). 

The corpus was bounded by several inclusion criteria. Texts needed to be: (a) 

published in a peer-reviewed academic context, (b) fictional or speculative in 

nature (as opposed to empirical reports or opinion pieces), (c) focused on the 

future of AI and automation in educational settings, and (d) written in English. 

The resulting dataset ranged in form from short vignettes to more developed 

narratives, reflecting the variety of length and formats that education fiction can 

take. The dataset was notably dominated by one large collection (Bozkurt et al., 

2023), which provided 66 of the 100 texts. This concentration reflects the state 

of the field at the time of data collection: education (speculative) fiction was still 

an emerging genre, and this particular volume represented a significant 

coordinated effort to produce speculative writing about AI in education. 

It is important to note that this corpus functions differently from the empirical 

data in Papers 3 and 4. The published fictions are researcher-authored texts that 

were already in the public domain. They were not generated through a data 

collection process designed by me but were selected and curated from existing 

publications. In SCOT terms, they represent the publicly circulating discourse 

around AI in education: the range of meanings, hopes, and concerns that were 

already part of academic discourse before the primary data collection of this 

thesis began. 
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3.3.2 Story-crafting tool and stakeholder-generated fictions (Paper 3) 

The primary empirical fiction data for this thesis were generated through a 

bespoke web-based platform titled ‘Future of AI in Education - Speculative 

Futures’. This tool was designed as a data generation instrument to elicit original 

education fictions from participants. Its development also constitutes one of the 

methodological contributions of this thesis, and the rationale for its design is 

therefore described here in some detail. 

The tool was developed using AI-assisted programming and served as an online 

platform that participants could access individually and asynchronously via a 

link included in the recruitment email. Upon accessing the platform, 

participants first completed an informed consent process and provided basic 

demographic information (occupation and discipline), without any further 

personal data being initially collected. They were then invited to write a short 

speculative text about the future of AI in education, with the year 2040 offered 

as a temporal anchor. Participants could choose to take inspiration from one of 

eight AI-related themes identified in previous research (Paper 1), or they could 

write freely without thematic guidance. A recommended length of 80–150 words 

was indicated, though participants were free to write longer texts. 

As participants typed, a dynamic system provided non-prescriptive prompts 

that appeared alongside the writing area. These prompts were designed to 

encourage narrative depth and complexity without steering the content in any 

particular direction. Examples included suggestions such as ‘Consider starting 

with a specific time period or setting for your future scenario’, ‘What is the 

central conflict?’, and ‘How does this technology affect relationships?’. The 

prompts focused on narrative structure (setting, character, conflict, 

consequence) rather than on what participants should imagine, and they could 

be dismissed by the user. The design logic was informed by my background in 

literary studies. The same literary background also informed Paper 2: the 

prompts drew on basic elements of storytelling to scaffold the writing process 

for participants who might be unfamiliar with writing fiction, while remaining 

open enough to avoid predetermining the content of the scenarios. 

The choice to use an asynchronous, online platform was deliberate. It provided 

a private, reflective space for crafting narratives without the time constraints or 

social pressures of synchronous settings like focus groups or interviews. 

Participants could take as long as they wished, revisit their writing, and submit 

when they felt ready. The platform functioned as what Paper 3 describes as a 

‘narrative sandbox’ for creative speculation, combining the structure needed to 
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scaffold narrative engagement with the openness needed to allow genuine 

imaginative work. Upon completing the writing activity, participants could opt 

in for further contact from the researcher by providing their details and 

answering brief questions about tool usability and their experience. Those who 

shared contact information were reminded that their submission would no 

longer be fully anonymous. 

Participants were recruited through purposive email invitation. Between April 

and May 2025, recruitment emails were sent to 2,009 potential participants 

identified by manually screening the websites of multiple Swedish universities. 

The invitation included: (1) brief information about the study, (2) a description 

of the speculative writing exercise, (3) an estimated time commitment of 5–15 

minutes, and (4) a link to the bespoke platform. Participation was voluntary, and 

participants could withdraw without consequence. The targeted population 

consisted of university teachers, students, researchers, and PhD candidates, 

selected as a relevant social group (in SCOT terms) with the potential to directly 

shape future pedagogical practices and research. Between April and July 2025, 

69 participants submitted scenarios through the platform. The participant pool 

represented diverse academic fields and institutional roles. Participants’ stated 

disciplines were grouped into broad academic fields, and occupations were 

categorised into the role-based groupings shown in Table 1 in Paper 3 (Gidiotis, 

2026a). 

Participants could submit their texts in Swedish or English, at their preference; 

the majority wrote in Swedish. Swedish-language submissions were translated 

into English by the author before coding, and interpretive judgements were 

checked against the source text wherever linguistic nuance might have been at 

stake. The interviews followed the same principle: they were conducted in the 

participant’s preferred language, transcribed in the original, and translated for 

quotation and further analysis. 

The 69 submitted texts varied in form and length. Some participants adopted 

traditional narrative structures with characters, settings, and plot arcs, while 

others blended fictional scenarios with personal reflections or commentary. An 

initial classification (conducted as part of the analysis in Paper 3) revealed that 

participants produced 36 speculative scenarios and 37 reflective texts, of which 

four submissions were classified as both, hence the total exceeding 69. This 

variation is itself a methodologically significant observation: when given the 

freedom to speculate about AI futures through fiction, participants used the 

genre in different ways, reflecting different orientations towards the task of 
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imagining futures. The full dataset was prepared for analysis by stripping all 

identifying metadata from submissions.  

3.3.3 Interviews (Paper 4) 

The interview data were generated as a second stage of the empirical inquiry, 

building directly on the fiction-writing activity of Paper 3. This sequential design 

created methodological continuity: the same stakeholder group that produced 

the fictions was invited to reflect on their speculative choices and discuss their 

broader reasoning about AI in education (Gidiotis, 2026b). 

Of the 69 participants in the fiction-writing stage, 35 had opted in for further 

contact. In October 2025, these potential interviewees were sent emails with 

details about the interview format and an informed consent statement. 

Seventeen stakeholders ultimately agreed to and participated in interviews: 10 

teachers, 5 researchers, 1 student, and 1 PhD candidate. The interviews were 

conducted online via Zoom between October and December 2025, with each 

interview lasting between 30 and 40 minutes. 

The interviews were semi-structured. Their design was guided by Brinkmann 

and Kvale’s (2018) framework for qualitative interviewing, which positions the 

semi-structured life-world interview as a conversation with purpose and 

technique. In their formulation, this type of interview seeks to obtain 

descriptions of the interviewee’s lived world with respect to interpreting the 

phenomena being discussed. I approached the interviews in the spirit of what 

Brinkmann and Kvale call the ‘interviewer-traveller’, someone who walks 

alongside participants and encourages them to tell their own stories, as opposed 

to the ‘interviewer-miner’ who seeks to extract pre-existing knowledge. This 

orientation was particularly appropriate for my research, where participants’ 

knowledge about AI futures is dynamic and co-constructed rather than fixed, 

and where the interview itself functions as a site of meaning-making. 

The interview protocol was organised around three broad areas. First, 

participants were invited to reflect on the fiction they had written: what they had 

imagined, what choices they had made, and what they had chosen to include or 

leave out. This allowed the interview to be grounded in a concrete creative 

artefact that the participant had produced, rather than beginning with abstract 

questions about AI in education. Second, participants were asked about what 

they considered essential to education and how they saw AI’s relationship to 

those priorities. Third, the conversation moved towards more general questions 

about policy, regulation, and the trajectory of AI in higher education. This 



 52 

structure moved from the specific (their fiction) to the general (their reasoning 

and values), allowing participants to connect their speculative choices to their 

underlying commitments. 

Interviews were conducted over Zoom and audio-recorded, automatically 

transcribed, and subsequently checked against the audio. Transcripts were 

lightly edited (e.g., removal of filler words) to improve readability without 

altering content.  

The decision to interview the same participants who had written fictions, rather 

than a separate sample, was central to the research design. It allowed Paper 4 to 

examine the relationship between what stakeholders imagine (their fictions) 

and how they reason about those imaginations (their interview accounts). This 

two-stage design is part of the methodological contribution of the thesis: it 

demonstrates that education fiction can function as a two-part inquiry process 

where fiction writing generates data about imaginaries and follow-up interviews 

reveal the values and assumptions that shape those imaginaries.  

3.4 Analytical approaches  

3.4.1 Thematic analysis  

Reflexive thematic analysis was the primary method used to analyse the corpus 

in Paper 1. Thematic analysis has been defined as a foundational method for 

qualitative analysis, used for identifying, analysing, and interpreting patterns of 

meaning or ‘themes’ within a dataset (Braun & Clarke, 2019, 2022). The authors’ 

own accounts of what thematic analysis is and how it is or should be applied date 

to their seminal, highly-cited 2006 article (Braun & Clarke, 2006), which 

outlines their original flexible, accessible framework, to their 2019 reflections on 

how the method has been adopted (Braun & Clarke, 2019), explicitly branding 

their approach “reflexive TA” to distinguish it from coding-focused variants and 

to foreground epistemology, reflexivity, and themes-as-stories-of-meaning, to a 

more recent book-length treatment (Braun & Clarke, 2022) and an article 

detailing common pitfalls and their notion of a ‘knowing researcher’ (Braun & 

Clarke, 2023).  

As a research approach, it is a highly flexible one that can be adapted for a wide 

range of research questions and is not tied to a specific theoretical or 

epistemological framework, making it applicable within different paradigms, 

from essentialist to constructivist (Braun & Clarke, 2019). The central goal is to 

move beyond summarising the data to interpreting its meaning and telling a 
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story about it in relation to the research question at hand. The reflexive approach 

to thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2019, 2021), in particular, emphasises the 

researcher’s active and thoughtful role throughout the analytic process, viewing 

the development of themes as a creative and interpretive act rather than a 

passive discovery.  

A reflexive, inductive thematic analysis, at a latent level, was adopted in Paper 1 

of this thesis. This choice implicitly signalled a ‘Big Q’ piece of qualitative work, 

where researcher subjectivity is embraced as a resource, themes are actively 

constructed (not ‘found’ or ‘emerging’), and where the researcher is interpreting 

underlying assumptions rather than staying on the surface. In contrast, a 

coding-reliability approach (Guest et al., 2012) would have prioritised inter-

coder agreement and a structured codebook to achieve objectivity. Such 

procedures presuppose that themes reside in the data and can be retrieved 

accurately, so that divergent readings signal error. Reflexive thematic analysis 

rests on the opposite premise: themes are constructed through the analyst’s 

engagement with the material, and an agreement score would therefore measure 

consistency of application rather than quality of interpretation (Braun & Clarke, 

2021). Similarly, a deductive orientation would have been better suited to 

theory-testing, while a purely semantic level would have produced a descriptive 

summary of surface discourses rather than the explanatory depth required to 

address the interpretative act of analysing fictional works. An example of the 

process of turning textual excerpts into codes and then into (sub)themes is 

depicted in Table 2 of Paper 1 (Gidiotis & Hrastinski, 2026). 

The choice of reflexive thematic analysis for Paper 1 was shaped by two closely 

related considerations. First, it offered methodological accessibility at an early 

stage of my development as a qualitative researcher. Its structured yet flexible 

character provided a manageable point of entry for analysing a large corpus of 

fictional texts without requiring immediate mastery of a more specialised 

method for fiction analysis. This choice was reinforced by both the research 

environment I entered as a PhD student and the research literature I 

encountered while developing the project, which used thematic categorisation 

to analyse fictional or speculative material (Houlden & Veletsianos, 2023; 

Lindgren Leavenworth & Manni, 2021; Teräs et al., 2024). Although these 

studies did not necessarily follow Braun and Clarke’s specific approach, they 

demonstrated that thematising fiction could constitute a credible form of 

qualitative analysis. Second, reflexive thematic analysis made the novelty of 

treating fiction as research data more communicable to an established 
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qualitative research audience. Using familiar analytical vocabulary allowed 

Paper 1 to introduce an unconventional dataset through a recognisable 

methodological framework. The method therefore functioned both as an 

accessible starting point for me as a novice researcher and as a bridge between 

fiction-based inquiry and established qualitative research. This reliance on 

thematic analysis has since been reflected on (Ross, 2025), although that 

discussion did not consider the approach developed in Paper 2, which sought to 

combine attention to fiction’s literary qualities with a research-oriented analysis 

of its themes. 

3.4.2 The three interpretive lenses (Paper 2) 

In an attempt to suggest an alternative, more literary and fit-for-fiction 

approach to analyse fictional texts, three analytical lenses were devised in the 

second article included in this thesis (Gidiotis & Hrastinski, 2025). This attempt 

brings together a background in literary studies, combined with the tradition of 

rhetorical analysis and the criticality that is found in education research, in order 

to suggest a new approach for analysing education fiction. This is part of the 

methodological contributions of this thesis and is discussed in further detail in 

the Discussion. 

Paper 2 was conceptualised as an interdisciplinary approach to analysing 

fictional texts that engage with educational matters (or, education fiction). The 

paper addresses the limited number of existing approaches for analysing such 

works by proposing a new analytical toolkit consisting of three interpretive 

lenses, which were designed to help researchers, educators, and practitioners 

move beyond the surface-level story to uncover deeper meanings and generate 

insights relevant to educational practice and scholarship.  

3.4.3 Causal Layered Analysis – CLA (Paper 3) 

Causal Layered Analysis (CLA) was employed as the primary analytical 

framework for the stakeholder-generated fictions in Paper 3. CLA is a futures 

studies method developed by Sohail Inayatullah (1998, 2009) that enables the 

systematic deconstruction of an issue across four layers of increasing depth. 

Unlike methods that remain at the level of surface trends or policy options, CLA 

is designed to excavate the assumptions, worldviews, and deep narratives that 

underpin how a problem or future is framed. This makes it particularly well-

suited for the analysis of education fiction, where meaning operates at multiple 

levels simultaneously. 
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The four CLA layers are: litany, which captures surface-level trends, claims, and 

events as they are typically presented in public or media discourse; systems (or 

social/systemic causes), which identifies the institutional, structural, and 

political factors that give rise to or sustain the surface claims; worldview (or 

discourse), which examines the deeper paradigmatic assumptions about 

knowledge, society, learning, and human purpose that frame how the issue is 

understood; and myth/metaphor, which uncovers the unconscious or 

archetypal narratives, deep stories, and metaphorical structures that shape how 

the problem is fundamentally conceived (Inayatullah, 1998). The analytical 

power of CLA lies in this vertical movement: the same issue looks different 

depending on the depth at which it is examined, and the deeper layers often 

reveal contradictions or commitments that surface-level analysis would miss. 

CLA was chosen for Paper 3 for two interconnected reasons. First, the 

stakeholder-generated fictions were rich, multi-layered texts that embedded 

surface concerns (e.g., about ethical aspects or job loss) within deeper 

assumptions about what education is for and who should control it. A method 

that could distinguish between these layers was essential for doing justice to the 

data. Second, CLA’s orientation towards uncovering worldviews and myths 

aligned directly with the thesis’s SCOT-informed interest in interpretative 

flexibility: different CLA configurations can be understood as different 

constructions of AI’s future in education, each anchored in a distinct set of 

values and assumptions. 

The analysis followed Bishop and Dzidic’s (2014) five iterative steps for 

conducting CLA in qualitative research. The first step involved considering the 

research question, which oriented the analysis towards the types of futures being 

imagined and the challenges these futures entail. The second step was 

familiarisation with the data: each of the 69 speculative texts was read multiple 

times to develop an overall sense of the narrative content, tone, and focus. The 

third step, coding between layers, involved assigning excerpts from each text to 

the CLA layer that best captured their analytical depth, determining whether a 

given passage addressed a surface-level event (litany), a structural or 

institutional change (systems), an underlying assumption about learning or 

knowledge (worldview), or a deep narrative or metaphorical framing 

(myth/metaphor). This coding was initially deductive, guided by the four-layer 

structure. The fourth step, coding within layers, involved identifying emergent 

sub-themes inside each layer through inductive coding. This process was 

iterative: excerpts could be reconsidered and reassigned as the relationship 
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between layers became clearer through repeated engagement with the data. The 

fifth step, reconstructing the issue, involved, in this case, assembling the layered 

analysis into coherent configurations that captured distinct stances towards AI 

in education. 

The analysis was conducted using Dedoose (version 10.0.35) as the qualitative 

analysis software. Through this process, the analysis yielded four recurring 

configurations: Enhancement, Transformation, Displacement, and Resistance. 

These configurations represent analytically distinct positions, though certain 

fictions often contained elements of more than one. 

In addition to CLA, Paper 3 employed a preliminary phase of futures 

morphology and descriptive analysis. Following Börjeson et al.’s (2006) 

typology, each text was classified as predictive, explorative, or normative. Texts 

were also coded for temporal horizon (near, mid, or far future), valence 

(optimistic, pessimistic, ambivalent, or neutral), human agency level (high, 

medium, or low), and magnitude of change (incremental, transformative, or 

radical). This descriptive layer provided a structured overview of the dataset 

before the deeper CLA coding began but was not reported in the published 

article.  

The relationship between CLA and thematic analysis in this thesis deserves brief 

clarification. In Paper 1, reflexive thematic analysis was used to code published 

fictions inductively, generating themes from the data without a pre-existing 

layered framework. In Paper 3, CLA provided the deductive structure (the four 

layers) while the identification of sub-themes within each layer followed an 

inductive logic. The two methods are complementary: thematic analysis 

generates horizontal patterns across a dataset, while CLA generates vertical 

depth within individual cases or clusters. Together, they allowed the analysis in 

Paper 3 to both map the breadth of stakeholder imaginaries and excavate the 

assumptions that lay beneath them. 

3.4.4 Multi-phase analysis and abductive reasoning (Paper 4) 

The analytical approach in Paper 4 is distinctive within this thesis because it 

moves across two datasets (fictions and interviews) and three modes of 

reasoning (deductive, inductive, and abductive) in an iterative process 

(Proudfoot, 2023). This multi-phase design was motivated by one of the 

questions posed in this thesis: how do education stakeholders construct and 

delimit their imaginaries of AI in education? 
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The first phase drew on the initial fiction analysis conducted in Paper 3. The 69 

education fictions had already been coded using CLA’s four layers, producing 

the four configurations (Enhancement, Transformation, Displacement, 

Resistance) described in Section 3.4.3. This framework-driven analysis was 

deductive in its initial structure (applying CLA’s layers) and inductive in its 

identification of categories within layers. For the purposes of Paper 4, this prior 

analysis served as a starting point: it had already revealed preliminary signs of 

recycled and reserved imaginaries that warranted further investigation. The 

question of why stakeholders imagined futures in the patterns they did could not 

be answered through fiction analysis alone. 

The second phase involved the inductive analysis of 17 semi-structured 

interview transcripts. After repeated readings for familiarisation, each 

transcript was coded using an initial-focused coding logic (Charmaz, 2012). 

Initial codes stayed close to participants’ language, capturing their explicit 

claims, concerns, and value judgements about AI in education. Examples of 

initial codes included ‘learning should be hard’, ‘students need human contact’, 

and ‘AI makes us surface what matters’. These codes were progressively 

consolidated through focused coding, accompanied by reflexive memo-writing, 

resulting in what Saldaña (2013) and Brinkmann and Kvale (2018) describe as 

‘themeing the data’. The interview analysis drew on initial-focused coding and 

themeing as complementary stages within an iterative inductive process rather 

than as components of a single methodological tradition. Candidate themes 

were refined by checking for internal coherence (whether coded extracts formed 

a meaningful pattern) and external distinction (whether themes captured 

different dimensions of reasoning). 

The third phase involved an abductive move. An analytical overview of the 

interview transcripts revealed that stakeholders, across different roles and 

disciplinary backgrounds, consistently cited similar types of reasons for their 

stances towards AI in education. This convergence was surprising: given the 

diversity of the participant group and the open-ended nature of the interview 

protocol, greater variation in reasoning was expected. The finding prompted a 

return to the fiction dataset with a new analytical focus. Where the initial 

analysis (Paper 3) had asked what participants imagined, the secondary analysis 

asked how their imaginaries were structured and what those structures 

protected. This follows the logic of abductive reasoning as described by Tavory 

and Timmermans (2014): a surprising empirical pattern that cannot be 



 58 

explained within the initial framework prompts re-conceptualisation and re-

examination of the data. 

The secondary fiction analysis employed six coding dimensions derived from 

established concepts in futures studies and scenario analysis: temporal 

anchoring (how far into the future does the fiction project?), institutional 

persistence (do formal educational institutions survive, and in what form?), role 

preservation (are teachers, students, and other roles maintained?), magnitude 

of transformation (incremental, moderate, or radical change?), used futures 

(what already-circulating AIED narratives does the fiction borrow from, in the 

sense of Inayatullah’s (2008) concept?), and drivers of change (what forces 

propel the imagined future, technological, political, social, or pedagogical?). 

These categories were refined through iterative engagement with the fiction 

dataset. The distinction between strong and weak institutional persistence, for 

instance, emerged from the data itself, as did the specific forms of used futures 

that recurred across scenarios (e.g., AI-as-tutor, assessment panic). 

The final analytical move involved a synthesis across the two datasets: 

examining how the four interview themes (what stakeholders express as 

essential to education) map onto the fiction patterns (what stakeholders protect 

in their imaginaries). This synthesis supported the study’s central construct of 

bounded anticipation, the finding that stakeholders’ speculative futures are 

shaped and constrained by the educational values they seek to preserve. The 

concept emerged from the iterative movement between datasets and modes of 

reasoning, consistent with the interpretive and constructivist epistemology of 

the thesis as a whole. 

3.5 Ethical considerations  

This research adhered to the ethical principles outlined by the Swedish Research 

Council in Good Research Practice (Swedish Research Council, 2024). Formal 

ethical approval was not required for the studies included in this thesis. Papers 

1 and 2 involved no human participants. Papers 3 and 4 involved voluntary 

participation in fiction-writing and semi-structured interviews about imagined 

futures of education, and the studies did not involve sensitive personal data 

categories or procedures involving foreseeable physical or psychological harm. 

The processing of personal data, including contact details, consent records, 

interview recordings, and transcripts, was conducted in accordance with the 

General Data Protection Regulation and the university’s data-management 

procedures. 
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For Paper 1, as the data consisted of publicly available and published works, the 

primary ethical consideration was the fair and accurate representation of the 

authors’ original texts. For Paper 3, all participants were provided with a digital, 

detailed information notice and gave informed consent before accessing the 

‘Speculative Futures’ tool. They were made explicitly aware that their creative 

writing would be anonymised and treated as research data. Anonymity was 

ensured by stripping all identifying metadata from the submitted stories, and 

the data were stored in the university’s managed cloud service (OneDrive), in 

accordance with institutional data-management policy. A specific ethical 

consideration was the management of participant creativity: the consent form 

clarified the intellectual property of the submissions, stating they would be used 

for research purposes only, respecting the participants’ creative ownership while 

allowing for scholarly analysis. All participants could keep a copy of their 

produced fictions and any answers to the follow-up questions after completing 

the forms on the platform. For Paper 4, the participants who opted in for an 

interview were informed about its scope and its format (digital, over Zoom), and 

they were provided with an informed consent statement that outlined their 

rights within this interview study. More specifically, they were informed that 

they had the right to withdraw from the interview study at any point before, 

during, or after the conducted interview without any commitment, that the 

interview would be recorded and transcribed for the purposes of data analysis 

and research dissemination but with their data pseudonymised to maintain the 

highest degree of confidentiality possible, and that they could at any point 

contact me or my supervisor with questions or concerns. 

3.6 Quality and trustworthiness  

Evaluating the quality of this thesis requires confronting a methodological 

challenge that established quality frameworks were not fully designed to 

address. The four studies in this thesis span conceptual framework development 

(Paper 2), analysis of published literary texts (Paper 1), fiction-based data 

generation (Paper 3), and multi-dataset interpretive synthesis (Paper 4). No 

single quality framework maps straightforwardly onto all of these. 

The most commonly invoked framework for qualitative research quality is 

Tracy’s (2010) eight ‘big-tent’ criteria. These criteria, including worthy topic, 

rich rigour, sincerity, credibility, resonance, significant contribution, ethics, and 

meaningful coherence, were designed to accommodate a wide range of 

qualitative approaches. Several of these criteria apply productively to the 
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empirical components of this thesis. The multi-study design provides a form of 

analytical triangulation, comparing themes from published fictions with 

patterns in stakeholder-generated ones and then grounding both in interview 

accounts. The inclusion of 69 unique fiction narratives and 17 interviews aimed 

at multivocal representation. The iterative analytical process across papers, 

moving from thematic analysis to CLA to abductive secondary analysis, provides 

the layered interpretive engagement that Tracy associates with rich rigour. 

However, Tracy’s framework assumes a particular type of qualitative inquiry: 

research that collects empirical data from human participants and generates 

findings through systematic analysis of those data. At least two components of 

this thesis sit uneasily within that assumption. Paper 2 is a conceptual 

contribution. It synthesises literary theory, rhetorical analysis, and education 

research into a new analytical toolkit. Its quality cannot be assessed through 

credibility checks such as thick description of a field site or member reflections 

with participants, because it has no field site and no participants. Its quality 

depends on the internal coherence of the framework, its analytical utility when 

applied, the rigour of its interdisciplinary synthesis, and the degree to which it 

opens new analytical possibilities for the field. Paper 1, while empirical in the 

sense that it analyses a corpus of texts, works with published creative works 

rather than participant-generated data, much like a literature review would do. 

Standard credibility mechanisms such as prolonged engagement with 

participants or member checks are structurally inapplicable. 

These observations do not invalidate Tracy’s framework for the thesis as a whole, 

but they do suggest that quality must be argued differently for different 

components. Rather than applying all eight criteria uniformly, I focus here on 

the quality dimensions most relevant to, and most likely to be contested in, a 

thesis that uses fiction as part of a research methodology. 

Credibility is perhaps the most important quality question for this work. In a 

constructivist study, credibility rests on whether the interpretations are well-

grounded in the data and whether the analytical process is transparent enough 

that readers can follow and evaluate the researcher’s reasoning. Across the 

empirical studies, credibility was pursued through several means. The multi-

study design itself functions as a form of triangulation: findings from the 

analysis of published fictions (Paper 1) are placed alongside findings from 

stakeholder-generated fictions (Paper 3) and interview-based reflections (Paper 

4), allowing patterns to be compared across different data types and different 

participant groups. The 69 stakeholder narratives in Paper 3 provide sufficiently 
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diverse voices for the analysis not to be dominated by a single perspective, and 

the four CLA configurations (Enhancement, Transformation, Displacement, 

Resistance) were generated through systematic coding with illustrative 

examples for each. In Paper 4, the abductive analytical move, where the 

interview data prompted a return to the fiction dataset, is documented with its 

reasoning made explicit, allowing readers to evaluate whether the conceptual 

leap to bounded anticipation is justified by the evidence presented. For the 

conceptual work in Paper 2, credibility takes a different form: the three 

interpretive lenses are grounded in established theoretical traditions (literary 

theory, rhetorical analysis, critical education research) and their analytical 

utility is demonstrated through application to a published fiction. 

Sincerity, understood as transparency about the research process and 

reflexivity about the researcher’s role, is addressed throughout this chapter and 

in the Positionality section (3.7) that follows. A fiction-based methodology raises 

particular sincerity questions. The story-crafting tool is a product of my design 

choices, including the selection of prompts, the framing of the task, and the 

suggestion of 2040 as a temporal anchor. These choices may have shaped the 

data participants produced and can be expected to have done so to some degree. 

Transparency about these decisions, and about the assumptions that informed 

them, is essential for readers to evaluate the findings. Similarly, coding across 

the empirical studies in Papers 3 and 4 was conducted by a single researcher. 

Meaningful coherence asks whether the study’s method, questions, and 

findings hold together. This is a particularly high-stakes question for a multi-

study thesis where the reader needs to see how four separate papers form a 

coherent inquiry. The research design section (3.2) makes the sequential logic 

of the four studies explicit: from landscape mapping to tool development to data 

generation to reflective understanding. The SCOT framework provides 

theoretical coherence by orienting all four studies towards the social 

construction of technology futures. Each study addresses a different facet of the 

same overarching question, and the analytical findings from earlier studies 

inform the design and interpretation of later ones. The iterative quality of the 

research process, where later findings (such as bounded anticipation) prompted 

re-reading of earlier results, reflects the kind of recursive coherence that 

characterises interpretivist inquiry. 

Resonance, in Tracy’s framework, concerns whether the research connects 

with its audience and produces findings that are transferable beyond the 

immediate context. Fiction-based research has an inherent advantage here: 
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narrative is one of the most broadly accessible forms of knowledge 

communication, and the education fictions analysed in this thesis are more 

readily engaging than, for instance, tables of survey data. The question is 

whether this accessibility translates into analytical depth. The answer, I argue, 

lies in the capacity of education fiction to surface values, tensions, and 

contradictions that more conventional data collection methods might miss. 

Participants who write fictions make implicit choices about what they protect, 

what they transform, and what they cannot bring themselves to imagine. These 

choices carry meaning that goes beyond what a Likert-scale item or a direct 

interview question could capture. Whether this claim holds is ultimately for the 

reader to judge, and the thesis aims to provide the analytical evidence needed to 

make that judgement. 

For the components of the thesis where Tracy’s criteria apply less directly, 

quality is pursued through discipline-appropriate standards. The conceptual 

framework in Paper 2 is evaluated against standards for theoretical 

contributions (Jaakkola, 2020): the coherence of the theory synthesis and the 

analytical productivity of the resulting framework when applied to a text. The 

analysis in Paper 1 follows established quality criteria for reflexive thematic 

analysis, which locate rigour in the transparency of analytic decisions rather 

than in procedural checks: an explicit account of how the corpus was bounded 

and why, a stated theoretical position, and themes presented as analytic 

constructions with the reasoning behind them made available for scrutiny 

(Braun & Clarke, 2021). Since the corpus consists of published texts rather than 

generated data, the principles of systematic document analysis apply, along with 

sampling and source attribution (Bowen, 2009). In both cases, the quality 

argument rests on internal coherence, analytical transparency, and contribution 

to the field, which are principles that Tracy’s framework shares even if its specific 

mechanisms (member checks, prolonged engagement) do not apply. 

3.7 Researcher positionality  

As the researcher, I occupy a dual role in this inquiry: I am both the analyst of 

education fictions and, in Paper 3, the architect of the instrument used to elicit 

them. This section outlines the key dimensions of my positionality that have 

shaped the trajectory, design, and interpretation of this research. 

My background includes undergraduate studies in English language and 

literature, which gave me training in close reading, narrative interpretation, and 

attention to how texts carry meaning through form (language) as well as content. 
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The doctoral position I entered was itself conceived around the study of 

education futures through fiction, so the intersection of fiction and education 

research was built into the project from the start. That said, the literary training 

I bring to this work shapes how I approach fictional texts in ways that matter for 

the analysis. Where a researcher approaching education fiction from a purely 

social-scientific orientation might treat stories as containers for propositional 

content, my training leads me to attend also to how stories work: how narrative 

techniques, rhetorical choices, tone, and genre conventions participate in 

constructing the arguments that fiction makes. This orientation informs the 

development of the three interpretive lenses in Paper 2, the natural attention to 

metaphor and myth in the CLA analysis of Paper 3, and the sensitivity to 

narrative structure that underlies the secondary fiction analysis in Paper 4. It 

also means that certain analytical possibilities were more visible to me than they 

might have been to another researcher. 

This research developed alongside a period of rapid change in the AI landscape. 

The PhD project was conceived as a study of education futures through fiction, 

and it was never designed to focus exclusively on AI. However, the timeline of 

the research coincided with the emergence and rapid normalisation of 

generative AI in academic and educational life, following the commercial release 

of AI models from late 2022 onward. This provided both a meaningful and a 

necessary focus: AI became the most urgent and contested site of speculation 

about education futures, and the fiction produced both by published researchers 

(Paper 1) and by the stakeholders in this study (Papers 3 and 4) was 

overwhelmingly oriented towards AI. My own understanding of AI in education 

evolved through the research process. This is consistent with the interpretivist 

stance of the thesis: the researcher is part of the meaning-making process, and 

the knowledge produced is shaped by the encounter between the researcher, the 

data, and the changing context in which both are situated. 

I approach the Swedish higher education context as a relative outsider, having 

entered the system specifically for this PhD project and gradually become 

acquainted with how it works and the discourses circulating within it. This 

outsider positioning carries both affordances and limitations. On the one hand, 

it allowed me to notice assumptions that insiders might take for granted: 

institutional norms, cultural attitudes towards technology, and ways of talking 

about education that are specific to the Swedish context but might appear 

natural or unremarkable to someone embedded within it. On the other hand, I 

may have lacked access to deeper cultural and historical layers of the academic 
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culture I was studying. One such aspect relates to language: most participants 

(Papers 3 and 4) felt more comfortable speculating and reflecting in their first 

language (Swedish), which I was able to support with my knowledge of the 

language by the time these studies were conducted. That does not take away 

from the fact that I was better able to relate to and analyse material in English, 

which creates a risk of losing nuance expressed in one’s first language. And even 

though English is not my first language, I have studied and worked in it long 

enough to be more comfortable in English than in Swedish.  

The specificity of the Swedish context also warrants comment. During the period 

of data collection, Sweden was undergoing a public reversal of its earlier 

enthusiasm for educational digitalisation, arguing instead for a more analogue 

approach to teaching and learning (Forsler et al., 2026). The debate concerned 

compulsory schooling rather than higher education, but it meant that scepticism 

about educational technology was, at that moment, a prominent position in 

Swedish public discourse. The protective orientation that participants displayed 

towards teachers, reading, and unassisted effort may therefore reflect a 

discursive climate that was particularly available to them. My relative distance 

from that environment means, in addition, that some contextual nuances may 

not have been fully captured in my interpretations. 

As is common in doctoral research, the design of the data collection instruments 

and the analytical work across all empirical studies were conducted by a single 

researcher, with relevant support from my supervisors. The story-crafting tool, 

the interview protocol, the coding of fictions and transcripts, and the 

interpretive synthesis largely reflect my analytical perspective. This continuity 

provided certain advantages, particularly for the abductive move in Paper 4, 

where noticing the convergence between fiction patterns and interview 

reasoning required deep familiarity with both datasets. At the same time, the 

interpretations offered in this thesis represent one reading of the data. Reflexive 

memo-writing accompanied the analytical process as a way of documenting and 

interrogating my own assumptions, and the iterative movement between 

datasets provided internal checks on emerging interpretations. In keeping with 

the reflexive approach to thematic analysis adopted in this work (Braun & 

Clarke, 2019), the researcher’s subjectivity is understood as an analytical 

resource rather than something to be controlled. The themes, configurations, 

and concepts presented here, including bounded anticipation, are products of a 

sustained interpretive engagement between the data and the theoretical, 

disciplinary, and experiential commitments I brought to the inquiry. 
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This last point deserves brief elaboration. Interpretive research reflects the 

discourse within which the researcher is positioned and the intellectual 

communities they engage with. For this doctoral research, my grounding in 

futures studies, science and technology studies, and critical educational 

technology shaped the theoretical resources available to me and, consequently, 

what I was able to see in the data. A researcher positioned differently, for 

instance within cognitive science, learning analytics, or policy studies, might 

have foregrounded different patterns and arrived at different conceptual 

formulations. This does not undermine my findings but it does locate them 

within a particular interpretive tradition, and the reader should evaluate them 

accordingly.  

A final dimension of positionality concerns my own use of AI during the research 

process. The story-crafting tool was developed with AI-assisted programming, 

and automated transcription supported the preparation of interview data. My 

working familiarity with such systems shaped my sense of what they can and 

cannot do, and therefore what I was inclined to read as plausible, exaggerated, 

or conservative in participants’ fictions. I do not treat this as contamination to 

be disclaimed but as one further experiential commitment the reader should 

weigh: I studied the produced AI futures from within the sociotechnical moment 

the participants were narrating. All coding, themeing, and interpretive decisions 

remained my own. 
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4 Summary of papers 

In this chapter, the four contributing papers that comprise this thesis and their 

insights are presented, before addressing the two research questions set in the 

Introduction: 

1. What kinds of AI futures are imagined through education fiction, and 

how are they constructed and delimited? 

2. How does education fiction function as a research approach for studying 

technological futures in education? 

4.1 Overview of the four papers  

Table 2: The four papers and their findings and contributions to the thesis 

Paper Research 

question(s) 
Central finding Contribution to 

the thesis 

1 — Review of 100 

social science fiction 

stories (Gidiotis & 

Hrastinski, 2026) 

How is the role of AI 

in the future of 

learning and 

teaching depicted in 

social science fiction 

written by 

researchers? 

To what extent does 

social science fiction 

contribute original 

ideas to the AIED 

discourse? 

Four themes 

(education design, 

ethics, social impact, 

sustainability); 

imaginaries largely 

conservative, 

echoing concerns 

already present in 

the empirical 

literature 

Establishes fiction as 

data; identifies the 

need for systematic 

analytical tools and 

broader authorship 

2 — Three-lens 

analytical framework 

(Gidiotis & 

Hrastinski, 2025) 

(implicitly) How can 

education fiction be 

analysed in ways 

that surface its 

educational, 

rhetorical, and 

critical 

contributions? 

Three interpretive 

lenses (alternative 

imaginaries; 

narrative and 

rhetorical 

mechanics; critical 

value), 

demonstrated on 

‘Ms. Smith Model 

T4’ 

Provides the 

analytical apparatus; 

treats fiction as an 

object of analysis 

and offers guidelines 

for writing it 
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3 — Causal layered 

analysis of 69 

stakeholder fictions 

(Gidiotis, 2026a) 

What futures for AI 

in higher education 

do university 

stakeholders 

imagine, and what 

challenges do these 

futures entail? 

Four configurations 

(Enhancement, 

Transformation, 

Displacement, 

Resistance) 

spanning all CLA 

layers; three cross-

cutting tensions 

Establishes fiction as 

a data-generation 

method; reveals the 

layered structure of 

stakeholder 

imaginaries 

4 — Secondary 

structural analysis 

and 17 follow-up 

interviews (Gidiotis, 

2026b) 

How do education 

stakeholders 

construct and 

delimit their 

imaginaries of AI in 

education? 

Bounded 

anticipation as 

values-protection 

rather than 

imaginative deficit; 

three clusters of 

anticipatory 

commitments 

Develops a central 

concept of the thesis; 

positions fiction as a 

diagnostic of 

imagination’s limits 

 

4.2 Paper 1 

Gidiotis, I., & Hrastinski, S. (2026). Imagining the future of artificial 

intelligence in education: a review of social science fiction. Learning, Media 

and Technology, 51(1), 35-47. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17439884.2024.2365829 

Paper 1 explored how researchers imagine the potential role of AI in education 

futures by reviewing one hundred social science fiction stories published in 

academic journals and edited book collections. Through a reflexive thematic 

analysis at the latent level, the paper addressed the following research questions: 

• How is the role of AI in the future of learning and teaching depicted in 

social science fiction written by researchers? 

• To what extent does social science fiction contribute original ideas to 

the AIED discourse? 

The analysis yielded four overarching themes. The first, education design, 

captured speculations about how AI could reshape assessment practices, 

epistemological assumptions, and personalised learning. Fiction authors 

imagined students relying heavily on generative AI to complete assignments, 

leading to concerns about academic integrity, while teachers were portrayed as 
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either automating feedback or being reduced to supervisors of AI-driven 

systems. Knowledge itself was treated as contested terrain, with AI positioned 

as both liberator (freeing time for higher-order thinking) and gatekeeper 

(controlling what information is available to humans). 

The second theme, ethics, encompassed sub-themes of bias and surveillance. 

Fiction authors depicted AI as reinforcing existing prejudices, shaping users’ 

beliefs about the world, and enabling panopticon-like monitoring of students 

through tracking of biological data, behaviours, and digital interactions. The 

third theme, social impact, addressed how AI technologies mediate or disrupt 

human relationships and blur the boundaries between human and machine 

interaction, including the formation of close emotional bonds with AI systems. 

The fourth theme, sustainability, raised concerns about the environmental 

consequences of large-scale AI deployment, including energy consumption and 

ecological damage. 

A key finding was that the fictions produced largely conservative imaginaries: 

the themes aligned with concerns already present in the empirical literature on 

AI in education, though they illustrated these concerns through concrete, 

experiential scenarios. The paper argued that this is both a strength and a 

limitation of social science fiction as a method. The stories made abstract policy 

debates tangible by showing what it could be like to be a teacher or student in a 

particular future, but they did not substantially challenge dominant framings of 

what AI in education might entail. On a note related to the first RQ of the thesis, 

the paper concluded that social science fiction can open space for creative and 

critical engagement with AIED futures but noted that the approach would 

benefit from more systematic analytical tools and from involving stakeholders 

beyond researchers as fiction authors. Addressing the paper’s second question, 

the fictions contributed few genuinely novel ideas: the themes aligned with 

concerns already present in the literature surrounding AIED, with differences 

located in the way those concerns were approached through the literary 

medium, which prompted the turn to formal literary characteristics in Paper 2.  

4.3 Paper 2 

Gidiotis, I., & Hrastinski, S. (2025). Beyond the story: a three-lens analysis of 

education fiction. Learning, Media and Technology. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17439884.2025.2565251 
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Paper 2 proposed three interpretive lenses for analysing education fiction, 

addressing a gap identified in Paper 1: the lack of systematic analytical 

approaches that can do justice to both the literary qualities and the educational 

significance of such texts. Drawing on literary theory, rhetorical analysis, social 

theory, and critical theory, the paper examined how education fiction can be 

analysed in ways that surface its educational, rhetorical, and critical 

contributions. 

Addressing both research questions, with the lenses speaking primarily to how 

imagined futures are constructed (RQ1) and the framework itself to fiction’s 

function as a research approach (RQ2), the paper developed the following 

analytical framework. The first lens, alternative educational imaginaries, 

examines how fictions construct speculative contexts, the institutional 

structures they highlight, and the role of technologies and materialities in 

reshaping education. The second lens, narrative and rhetorical mechanics, 

attends to how literary devices (symbolism, metaphor, tone, character, plot) 

shape interpretation, alongside how narratives establish credibility (ethos), 

logical argument (logos), and emotional appeal (pathos). The third lens, critical 

value for educational scholarship and practice, focuses on the practical, ethical, 

pedagogical, and research implications that a fiction surfaces. 

To demonstrate the utility of these lenses, the paper applied them to an 

education fiction titled ‘Ms. Smith Model T4,’ a near-future narrative about 

educational privatisation and AI-driven teacher automation. The analysis 

highlighted four central tensions in the fiction: privatised schooling and 

education as product, automation and emergent care, imagination versus 

efficiency, and objects that act as agents in learning. Across these tensions, the 

three-lens approach revealed how the story’s world-building, character 

development, and symbolic choices carry specific arguments about educational 

values. For instance, the physical environment of the corporatised school 

(chain-link fences, sterile hallways, students moving in straight lines) functions 

as an argument about how institutional space teaches before any formal lesson 

begins. The android teacher’s eventual act of resistance, burying forbidden 

books, presents care as something that can emerge even in automated systems, 

but only when it exceeds its programmed parameters. 

The paper argued that education fiction provides forms of knowledge that 

remain difficult to access through conventional study designs, including felt 

contradictions, value conflicts made concrete, and scenes where people and 

things resist institutional order. Importantly, the lenses do not prescribe a single 
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reading but serve as guiding tools that leave room for multiple and contested 

interpretations. The paper also positioned the lenses as potential guidelines for 

writing education fiction, supporting authors in developing speculative 

narratives that engage with educational issues without sacrificing creative 

integrity. Contributing to both questions in the thesis, Paper 2 established that 

fiction’s knowledge contribution lies not only in the content of imagined futures 

but in the narrative and rhetorical mechanisms through which those futures are 

constructed and made persuasive. 

4.4 Paper 3 

Gidiotis, I. (2026). Speculative futures of artificial intelligence in education: 

A causal layered analysis of education fiction. Futures, 176, 103762. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.futures.2026.103762  

Paper 3 shifted from published fictions written solely by researchers (Paper 1) 

to fictions generated by a broader range of university stakeholders. Sixty-nine 

teachers, students, researchers, and PhD candidates from Swedish higher 

education submitted short speculative scenarios via a bespoke web platform 

designed for this study. These fictions were analysed using Causal Layered 

Analysis (CLA), a four-layer framework moving from surface claims to deep 

metaphorical structures. The paper took up the following research question: 

• What futures for AI in higher education do university stakeholders 

imagine, and what challenges do these futures entail? 

Addressing both RQ1 and RQ2 of the thesis, the CLA coding yielded results 

across all four analytical layers. At the litany level, the most common surface 

concern was efficiency, including personalised learning and time-saving 

applications, followed by assessment integrity, access, and job displacement. At 

the systems level, participants focused on pedagogical restructuring, alternative 

visions of universities, and how assessment systems and labour markets might 

be reconfigured. At the worldview level, questions about the nature of 

knowledge, the purpose of human activity, the relationship between humans 

and machines, and matters of equality and progress surfaced. At the 

myth/metaphor level, the deepest layer, AI was most commonly cast as an 

assistant, closely followed by partner, with further metaphors including 

evolution, mirror, and replacement. 

A central contribution was the development of four configurations that emerged 

from patterns of co-occurrence across CLA layers: Enhancement (AI as 
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assistant/partner, personalising learning while keeping human judgement 

central), Transformation (human-AI fusion and continuous learning 

ecosystems that reconfigure institutions), Displacement (market logics and 

automation that deskill educators and render universities credential factories), 

and Resistance (protective constraints and AI-free spaces to preserve autonomy, 

authenticity, and empathy). These configurations reflect different assumptions 

about human nature, knowledge, education’s purpose, and technology’s role. 

Enhancement scenarios typically featured AI as a practical assistant integrated 

into recognisable educational settings: personalised feedback systems, 

automated administrative tasks, and study companions that free up teacher 

time for higher-order interaction. The organising metaphor across these fictions 

was one of partnership or tool use, and the deep assumption was that 

education’s purpose remains stable while its delivery becomes more efficient. 

The risk that this orientation includes is the question of when assistance 

becomes dependency, a concern that Enhancement fictions tended to resolve 

through clean role divisions between human and machine rather than 

confronting directly.  

Transformation fictions imagined more radical breaks: disciplinary boundaries 

dissolving, credentialing systems giving way to continuous lifelong learning, and 

human-AI boundaries blurring towards what the CLA analysis identified as a 

cyborg metaphor. These scenarios enabled bold reimagining, but they could not 

adequately account for the costs of forced adaptation or institutional resistance. 

One educational sciences teacher, in a rare example of genuinely radical 

imagination, envisioned “bioregional learning hubs: adaptive, decentralised 

centres embedded in natural environments and powered by artificial 

intelligence” (Paper 4). This stood out precisely because so few fictions went that 

far. 

Displacement fictions staged scenarios where teachers were gradually rendered 

redundant, students completed work without genuine understanding, and 

economic logic overrode pedagogical purpose. The organising metaphor was 

one of replacement, and the underlying assumption was one of technological 

determinism: AI as an autonomous force to which humans must adapt. These 

fictions surfaced realistic concerns about labour market shifts and power 

dynamics, but they tended to position educators as passive recipients of change, 

with limited space for agency or alternative paths. 

Resistance fictions treated AI as a contaminant threatening organic educational 

processes. The contamination metaphor maintained a critical stance protecting 
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autonomy and authenticity, but taken to its extreme, it risked entrenching 

existing inequalities in access to emerging tools by refusing engagement 

entirely.  

Equally significant, however, was what persisted across those orientations. The 

three cross-cutting tensions identified in Paper 3, the human remainder (what 

stays uniquely human when AI can perform cognitive tasks), the assessment 

paradox (how to assess for intended learning goals when AI mediates the 

production of student work), and the efficiency-depth trade-off (whether AI’s 

capacity to accelerate learning comes at the cost of the struggle through which 

deeper understanding is formed), surfaced in all four configurations. Each 

configuration responded to these tensions differently, and the fictions made 

those differences tangible. 

4.5 Paper 4 

Gidiotis, I. (2026). What we cannot surrender: Bounded anticipation in 

education fiction on AI futures. Futures, 183, 103897. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.futures.2026.103897  

Paper 4 returned to the same participants and fictions from Paper 3 but asked a 

different question. Where Paper 3 asked what stakeholders imagine, Paper 4 

asked why their imaginations appear relatively conservative, even when invited 

to speculate freely about transformative change. The study combined a 

secondary structural analysis of the 69 education fictions with interpretive 

analysis of 17 follow-up interviews conducted with a subset of the same 

participants. The paper addressed the following research question: 

• How do education stakeholders construct and delimit their imaginaries 

of AI in education? 

Addressing both RQ1 and RQ2 of the thesis, the fiction analysis revealed 

persistent patterns of what the paper terms bounded anticipation: imagined 

futures that maintain present institutional forms, preserve established roles, 

and anchor transformation to familiar educational structures, even when set 

decades ahead. Nearly half the fictions imagined only minimal or incremental 

change, and institutional persistence (recognisable universities, classrooms, 

teacher-student relationships) was maintained in the majority of scenarios. 

Even when participants set their own temporal horizon at fifteen or twenty 

years, the changes they imagined were more moderate than radical. Temporal 

distance appeared necessary but not sufficient for radical imagination. The 
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fictions drew heavily from already-circulating AIED discourses, or what 

Inayatullah (2008) calls ‘used futures’: AI-as-tutor, assessment panic, 

personalisation, and cognitive decline. Technological determinism served as the 

dominant change driver, with AI positioned as an autonomous force to which 

education must respond. 

The interview analysis then revealed what participants consider non-negotiable, 

framed in the paper as anticipatory commitments. Three thematic clusters 

emerged. The first, epistemic commitments, centred on struggle, friction, and 

the formation of knowledge: participants argued that learning requires working 

through difficulty and that bypassing this process through AI undermines 

genuine understanding. Writing was a particularly important site, described as 

a generative process through which thinking itself occurs. The second cluster, 

relational commitments, concerned human connection and community: 

participants insisted that education is fundamentally social and that 

technologically mediated substitutes cannot satisfy its relational requirements. 

The third, subjectification commitments, foregrounded education as formation, 

or the process of becoming a person capable of independent judgement, 

sustained effort, and contribution. A fourth theme operated differently: 

participants recognised that AI has surfaced pre-existing problems in education, 

particularly around assessment, that had remained unexamined, treating 

disruption as a diagnostic rather than a threat. 

The paper’s central argument is that bounded anticipation operates as values-

protection rather than imaginative deficit. Stakeholders delimit their futures not 

because they cannot think further, but because radical transformation would 

require surrendering elements they believe define education’s purpose. Drawing 

an analogy from Simon’s concept of bounded rationality (Simon, 1990), the 

paper argued that these limits cannot be dismissed without engaging with the 

values at their core. The discussion positioned bounded anticipation relative to 

adjacent frameworks in futures studies, arguing that it captures something 

distinct from used futures (which identifies what gets recycled), anticipatory 

assumptions (which describes how futures are produced), or the sociology of 

expectations (which traces how expectations circulate). Bounded anticipation 

adds a values-constitutive dimension that explains why certain futures are 

consistently selected or refused.  

At the same time, the paper examined the limits of the values-protecting reading 

it proposed. The prevalence of technological determinism across the dataset 

suggests that dominant discourses also constrain imagination: if participants 
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lack alternative frameworks for understanding sociotechnical change, what 

appears as values-protection may partly reflect discursive limitation. The paper 

proposed that bounded anticipation simultaneously functions as a form of 

generative refusal: participants do not resist AI outright but decline to imagine 

futures on terms that would require surrendering what they consider 

educationally essential, while insisting on alternatives. 

Contributing to RQ1, exploratory role-associated tendencies were observed 

within the sample: academic teachers emphasised human connection alongside 

role protection, PhD students foregrounded struggle and effort, researchers 

expressed concern with epistemic integrity, and students emphasised relational 

dimensions and their own agency. Contributing to RQ2, the paper demonstrated 

that education fiction reveals the important boundaries within which 

imagination operates, making visible the anticipatory commitments that 

structure and constrain speculation. 

4.6 Cross-paper synthesis 

Certain futures recur across the four papers with a persistence that is itself a 

finding. Assessment is the clearest case: it appeared as an academic integrity 

concern in the researcher-authored fictions of Paper 1, as both a surface-level 

litany item and a structural paradox in Paper 3, and as the site where 

participants in Paper 4 located education’s most exposed pre-existing 

weaknesses. Knowledge concerns followed a similar trajectory: contested 

terrain in Paper 1, a worldview-level question in Paper 3, and an epistemic 

commitment (struggle, friction, writing as thinking) in Paper 4. Human 

relationships also persisted, from the social impact theme of Paper 1, through 

the emergent care surfaced in Paper 2’s analysis of ‘Ms. Smith Model T4’, to the 

relational commitments that participants in Paper 4 surfaced as non-negotiable. 

Efficiency and displacement formed a recurring pair: the promise of liberated 

time was consistently shadowed by the fear of redundant teachers and hollowed-

out learning. Surveillance and sustainability appeared more selectively, 

concentrated in the researcher-authored corpus, which suggests that some 

concerns circulate more readily in academic discourse than in participants’ 

immediate horizons. 

The three cross-cutting tensions introduced in Paper 3 (the human remainder, 

the assessment paradox, and the efficiency–depth trade-off) organised how the 

fictions responded to these recurring futures, and each configuration answered 

them differently. The human remainder was treated as solvable through role 
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division in Enhancement fictions, rendered obsolete in Transformation 

scenarios, narrowed to elite meta-level work in Displacement futures, and 

fiercely protected in Resistance fictions. The assessment paradox generated 

proposals ranging from dual systems to outright bans, yet solutions at one level 

consistently revealed complications at another, suggesting a genuinely 

persistent tension rather than a problem awaiting a technical fix. The fact that 

the same tensions surfaced in published researcher fiction and stakeholder 

scenarios alike indicates that they are properties of the same sociotechnical 

situation. 

The convergence should not obscure important differences between the 

datasets. Researcher-authored fictions, written for publication, foregrounded 

ethics, surveillance, and sustainability, categories which track the critical 

literature their authors inhabit. Stakeholder fiction, written on the study 

platform, led with efficiency and cast AI most often as an assistant, a vocabulary 

closer to everyday institutional experience and circulating product discourse. 

Familiarity with critical scholarship did not translate into more radical 

imagination; researchers recycled the field’s concerns just as stakeholders 

recycled the market’s promises. 

Paper 4 further showed that these anticipatory commitments were patterned by 

occupational position. Imagination can therefore be understood as positional, 

with each group declaring certain values non-negotiable in ways shaped by its 

role and experience. 

4.6.1 What education fiction made visible methodologically 

Across the thesis, fiction served in four capacities: as pre-existing data (the 

corpus reviewed in Paper 1), as an object of systematic analysis (the lenses of 

Paper 2), as a data-generation method (the elicitation platform of Paper 3), and 

as a diagnostic of imagination’s limits (the secondary analysis and interviews of 

Paper 4). As data, fiction rendered abstract policy debates experiential, showing 

what it could be like to inhabit a particular future. As analytical object, it 

revealed that narrative and rhetorical mechanics are themselves arguments: 

world-building, symbolism, and character carry claims about educational values 

that propositional writing may struggle to make. As data generation, it allowed 

stakeholders to articulate layered assumptions (from surface concerns to 

organising metaphors) that direct questioning would likely have flattened. As 

diagnostic, it exposed what participants imagine and the boundaries within 

which they imagine, as well as the commitments those boundaries protect. 
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The approach also proved to be limited. Left unstructured, fiction reproduces 

circulating discourses: the conservatism of Paper 1’s corpus motivated the 

analytical apparatus of Paper 2 and the layered framework of Paper 3 precisely 

because traditional (academic) reading could not get beneath the recycled 

surface. The method’s most distinctive contribution therefore proved diagnostic 

rather than generative: education fiction did not produce futures unavailable 

elsewhere so much as reveal why certain futures remain difficult to imagine. 

4.6.2 Answering the research questions 

What kinds of AI futures are imagined through education fiction, and how are 

they constructed and delimited? The futures imagined were predominantly 

incremental, organised around four configurations and anchored to persistent 

institutional forms. They were constructed from already-circulating discourses 

(‘used futures’), driven by technological determinism, and delimited by 

anticipatory commitments: epistemic, relational, and subjectification-related 

values that participants declined to surrender. What was imagined revealed, 

above all, what must be protected. 

How does education fiction function as a research approach for studying 

technological futures in education? As shown in Section 4.6.1, education fiction 

functions as a family of related methods rather than a single technique. Its 

principal value lies in surfacing felt contradictions, layered assumptions, and the 

commitments that structure anticipation. To succeed, it requires systematic 

analytical apparatus, such as the three lenses and CLA, to move beyond the 

recycled surface of speculation. Read attentively, education fiction is as 

informative in what it refuses to imagine as in what it proposes. 

The implications of these answers for the concept of bounded anticipation, for 

the study of sociotechnical imaginaries, and for the practice of anticipation in 

education, are taken up in the Discussion. 
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5 Discussion  

 

The four papers in this thesis showed how AI futures in education can be 

constructed, surfaced, and analysed through education fiction. The fictions 

generated across the thesis employed narrative form to organise values, fears, 

hopes, and institutional assumptions about the future of AI in education. This 

Discussion moves from the findings of the individual papers to the broader 

practical as well as theoretical and methodological contributions of the thesis: 

education fiction can be understood as a narrative medium of sociotechnical 

construction through which AIED is contested. 

This chapter is organised around the two research questions. First, it considers 

what kinds of AI futures were constructed through education fiction and how 

these futures exemplify or contribute to interpretative flexibility, sociotechnical 

imaginaries, and bounded anticipation. Second, it considers how education 

fiction functions as a research approach, with particular attention to fiction as 

data and fiction as a form of narrative knowing. The chapter then turns to 

practical implications, limitations, and directions for future research. 

5.1 What kinds of AI futures are imagined through education fiction, 
and how are they constructed and delimited? 

5.1.1 Education fiction as narrative social construction 

The act of writing fiction in this research gave participants a space in which to 

bring imagined futures to life, an affordance consistent with theorising around 

speculative fiction (Oziewicz, 2017; Waggoner, 1978). This remains in line with 
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speculative methods in education that have previously conceptualised fictions 

as “objects to think with” for the “not-yetness” of technologies and practices in 

education (Ross, 2025, p. 2).  

The present thesis builds on and contributes to this theorisation of fiction in 

research by viewing it as a medium of social construction through SCOT. The 

focus here becomes the constant (re)shaping of meanings around a technology 

by relevant social actors (Pinch & Bijker, 1984) who contribute to the 

interpretative flexibility of that technology. AI in education has a longer 

genealogy than current public debate sometimes suggests (Bond et al., 2024; 

Doroudi, 2023; Rismanchian & Doroudi, 2025). However, the present moment 

has given generative AI renewed interpretative flexibility, especially because 

conversational AI tools have made human-machine interaction more widely 

available and more socially visible (Andersson, 2025). Until meanings or future 

anticipations are stabilised (achieving closure in SCOT’s terms), education 

fiction provides the methodological and practical tools to explore contested 

views about educational technologies (here, AI). This thesis extends SCOT by 

foregrounding the narrative forms through which interpretative flexibility is 

exercised.  

This argument is closely linked with the broader narrative turn in social sciences 

that has been discussed earlier in this thesis. In a tradition continued by the 

work of Roland Barthes regarding the significance of narratives in our lives, the 

narrative turn focuses on the increased interest and utilisation of any form of 

narration (here, I focus on textual rather than oral or visual narrations) that 

becomes the basis for experience sharing or re-telling, enabling sensemaking 

(Czarniawska, 2010). The collective interpretation of education fiction here 

borrows from the concept of sociotechnical imaginaries in that it puts the 

spotlight on “collectively held … desirable futures … supportive of advances in 

science and technology” (Jasanoff, 2015, p. 4). This is based on Jasanoff’s earlier 

work on co-production, explicitly connecting notions of power and culture by 

arguing that the way in which people know (or imagine) the world is the way in 

which they seek to organise it. Through this lens, education fiction provides 

traces of circulating imaginaries that become material for imaginaries-in-

formation that can be used to explore various possible or probable futures and 

inform decision-making. 
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5.1.2 The landscape of AI futures: four configurations 

Having positioned education fiction as a site where imaginaries can be narrated 

and negotiated, the natural next question is what kinds of futures this site 

revealed. Across the four papers, the futures of AI in education clustered around 

a relatively stable set of concerns: assessment, knowledge, personalisation, 

efficiency, labour, institutional change, human relationships, bias, surveillance, 

and sustainability. Paper 1 showed these concerns in published researcher-

authored fiction, where AI was frequently imagined through dilemmas of 

assessment integrity, epistemological authority, ethical governance, social 

relationships, and environmental cost. Paper 3 then showed how a diverse group 

of Swedish university stakeholders translated similar concerns into situated 

scenarios about higher education, with efficiency, assessment, access, 

personalisation, and job displacement visible at the surface level, and deeper 

assumptions about knowledge, human-machine relations, equality, and 

progress emerging at the worldview and myth/metaphor levels. Papers 1 and 3 

portray a similar array of concerns; the main difference lies in the narrative 

elements of how these concerns were presented in the fictions, which formed the 

basis for the further analysis presented below.  

The four configurations developed in Paper 3 (Enhancement, Transformation, 

Displacement, and Resistance) name the main orientations through which 

participants constructed future educational meanings for AI. These 

configurations can also be placed in conversation with established scenario 

archetype frameworks in futures studies. Dator’s four generic futures 

(Continued Growth, Collapse, Discipline, and Transformation) were developed 

as recurring images through which communities can experience and compare 

alternative futures, moving beyond the assumption that the future is simply an 

extension of the present (Dator, 2019a). Recent work continues to use these 

archetypes as a way of structuring domain-specific futures, including higher 

education and AI-era language education (Blankesteijn & Ghorbani, 2025; 

Georgiou, 2026). 

Read against Dator’s tradition, Enhancement resonates most closely with 

Continued Growth. In such fictions, AI extends existing educational 

arrangements by making them more efficient, personalised, responsive, and 

administratively manageable. Education’s core purpose remains largely stable, 

while its delivery is improved through AI-supported tools. Transformation 

aligns directly with Dator’s identically named Transformation archetype, 

particularly where participants imagined human-AI fusion, continuous learning 
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ecosystems, new credentialing structures, and reconfigured institutional 

boundaries. Displacement has affinities with Collapse or Decline, although the 

form of decline imagined in this thesis is often pedagogical, epistemic, or 

professional rather than fully institutional: universities may continue to operate, 

while teacher agency, student understanding, or educational meaning 

deteriorate. Resistance, finally, may resonate with Dator’s Discipline archetype, 

since it imagines limits, constraints, and protective structures around AI in 

order to preserve values such as autonomy, authenticity, empathy, and 

educational depth. 

This comparison shows that the configurations identified in this thesis are 

empirically grounded versions of wider future archetypes. At the same time, 

their educational specificity differentiates them. Dator’s archetypes describe 

broad trajectories of social change, while the configurations in this thesis 

describe how relevant social groups construct the meaning of AI within 

education. Enhancement, Transformation, Displacement, and Resistance are 

therefore best understood as sociotechnical orientations: they are ways of 

organising assumptions about what AI is, what education is for, and which forms 

of educational life should be expanded, redesigned, protected, or feared. 

The comparison also highlights the value-laden character of these imaginaries. 

Scenario archetype research has noted that attitudes towards technological 

futures are shaped by deeper beliefs about society, governance, and the role of 

technology in human life (Boschetti et al., 2016). This is consistent with the 

findings of this thesis. The four configurations differ because they attach AI to 

different educational values. Enhancement prioritises support, access, and 

efficiency. Transformation prioritises systemic reinvention. Displacement 

foregrounds loss of agency, labour, and meaning. Resistance prioritises the 

preservation of educational aspects that participants regarded as fragile or non-

negotiable. 

Hines’s recent adaptation of Dator’s archetypes is also helpful here, particularly 

with its addition of New Equilibrium as a pattern of challenge and response in 

which a system absorbs disruption and renews itself under altered conditions 

(Hines, 2025). This helps clarify the Resistance futures in the present thesis as 

an attempt to create a new educational equilibrium in response to technological 

disruption. In this sense, Resistance is a disciplined future of education, a future 

in which AI is permitted only under conditions that protect human judgement, 

relationality, assessment integrity, and meaningful struggle. 
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From a SCOT perspective, the coexistence of the four AIED orientations 

demonstrates interpretative flexibility: AI in education has no settled meaning, 

and stakeholders use fiction to construct competing accounts of what it is and 

what it should do. The plurality of configurations for AIED futures also connects 

the findings to sociotechnical imaginaries. The fictions linked AI to different 

visions of desirable or undesirable educational realities, which shows that the 

debate around AI in education is also a debate about social order: who teaches, 

who learns, who decides, what counts as knowledge, and which forms of human 

development should be protected.  

The landscape of visible futures can also depend on who is invited to imagine 

them. This thesis contributes to a tradition of including broader groups of actors 

in imagining the future, therefore allowing for a more democratic participation 

(Cork et al., 2023; Pateman, 2012). The actors included here were limited to 

teachers, (PhD) students, and researchers who agreed to participate in the 

studies. On a thematic note, assessment, epistemological disruption, and the 

preservation of human relationships appeared across both published 

researcher-authored fictions and stakeholder-written fictions. Concerns around 

bias, surveillance, and environmental sustainability were more prominent in the 

published fictions than in the stakeholder-written scenarios. Such a difference 

can suggest that author position and available discursive resources can shape 

which AI futures become narratively available. Education fiction therefore 

surfaces social construction while also participating in it: prompts, audiences, 

institutional settings, and professional positions all influence what can be 

imagined and expressed. 

The synthesised insights across Paper 1 and Paper 3 link the thesis to wider 

debates about participation in educational technology futures. Postdigital and 

technical-democracy approaches emphasise that designing educational 

technologies also means designing educational relations, institutional 

possibilities, and future forms of social order (Macgilchrist et al., 2024; Swist et 

al., 2024). Participatory design and futures-oriented research in education 

suggest that stakeholder involvement can support the development of AI 

systems and policies that are more educationally aligned, because such 

processes bring diverse forms of expertise into dialogue with technical 

knowledge, institutional constraints, and educational values (Mouta et al., 2024; 

Thompson et al., 2023; Wardak et al., 2024). Inviting stakeholders to write 

education fictions also shows the limits of participation: inclusion is shaped by 

prompts, institutional settings, available discursive resources, and the influence 
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granted to affected groups (Birhane et al., 2022). Education fiction contributes 

to this debate by showing how different author groups make different futures 

visible, and how some concerns remain absent, muted, or weakly articulated 

when particular stakeholder positions or discursive resources are missing. 

The four configurations reveal the breadth of AI futures constructed through 

education fiction. Across Enhancement, Transformation, Displacement, and 

Resistance, three questions kept surfacing (Paper 3): what remains distinctively 

human when AI can perform basic educational tasks; how learning can be 

assessed when AI mediates the production of creative or critical work; and 

whether efficiency can coexist with the struggle through which educational 

depth is often formed. The following subsection turns to these cross-cutting 

tensions, arguing that they reveal the value commitments around which AI 

futures in education are being negotiated and ultimately chosen. 

5.1.3 The values and tensions structuring AI futures in education 

The four configurations described the breadth of futures constructed in this 

thesis; the three cross-cutting tensions explain why those futures remained 

difficult to settle. Paper 3 identified the human remainder, the assessment 

paradox, and the efficiency-depth trade-off as recurring across Enhancement, 

Transformation, Displacement, and Resistance. Their recurrence across 

different imaginaries suggests that AI in education operates as a wicked 

problem (Rittel & Webber, 1973): each configuration proposes a way of 

organising AI’s role in education, while each proposal generates further trade-

offs around agency, knowledge, and assessment (Corbin et al., 2026). In SCOT 

terms, these tensions mark the issues around which future closure or 

stabilisation would have to form. In other words, a stabilised form of AI in 

education would need to manage the relation between human agency and 

machine capability, a reliable basis for assessment, and the role of effort in 

sustaining depth in learning. 

The first tension, the human remainder, describes what remains 

distinctively human when AI systems can tutor, assess, recommend, summarise, 

generate, and personalise. The configurations gave different answers to this 

question. Enhancement preserved human judgement through role division: AI 

could support routine guidance, feedback, or administration while teachers 

retained care, interpretation, and responsibility. Transformation blurred the 

boundary between human and machine by imagining augmented learners, 

hybrid intelligences, and reconfigured institutions. Displacement imagined 
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human educational work contracting under automation and market logics, 

leaving people to supervise or occupy narrow specialist roles. Resistance treated 

human presence, autonomy, empathy, and struggle as educational values 

requiring protection. 

This tension echoes wider debates in AIED ethics and learning-capability 

research. Holmes et al. (2022) place autonomy, agency, fairness, accountability, 

transparency, bias, and inclusion at the centre of AIED ethics. Markauskaite et 

al. (2022) argue that learning in the AI era needs to revolve around human-

centred AI use that can help learners develop their creativity and self-regulation 

while taking into account human values and freedoms. Recent work on critical 

GenAI literacy similarly argues that AI literacy must engage epistemological, 

ethical, relational, social justice, and democratic dimensions (Rapanta et al., 

2025). Read alongside this literature, the human remainder in the fictions 

concerns educational purpose, agency, and relationships. 

Paper 4 deepened this point by showing how participants articulated the 

boundaries their fictions constructed. Across interviews, stakeholders described 

learning as requiring effort, writing as a medium of thinking, and education as 

a social process through which people develop judgement and agency. These 

commitments connect with Biesta’s distinction between qualification, 

socialisation, and subjectification: participants’ worries about AI concerned 

skill acquisition, participation in educational communities, and the formation of 

persons capable of independent judgement (Biesta, 2009, 2020; Coelho et al., 

2025). 

The second tension, the assessment paradox, concerns how institutions can 

evaluate learning as GenAI capabilities continue to develop. Paper 1 showed 

assessment and epistemology as recurring concerns in published social science 

fiction: AI-assisted submissions, automated feedback, distrust towards human 

expertise, and altered knowledge authorities made assessment a narrative site 

for wider anxieties about knowledge and authorship. Paper 3 showed the same 

problem in stakeholder futures, where assessment appeared across 

configurations as a cheating concern, AI-free zones, redesign challenges, or an 

institutional legitimacy problem. Paper 4 then showed that interviews gave 

assessment a diagnostic function: AI surfaces weaknesses in practices that rely 

on written products as essential for understanding. 

This assessment problematisation connects to a wide array of recent research. 

Corbin et al. (2026) frame AI and assessment as a wicked problem, arguing that 

assessment challenges created by GenAI resist definitive formulation and 
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require institutional measures to be partially resolved. Kofinas et al. (2025) 

show that authentic assessments can still be vulnerable to generative AI, with 

examiners struggling to distinguish AI-supported work from student work, 

blurring the lines between what constitutes human and AI production. Dawson 

et al. (2024) shift the assessment conversation towards validity and evidence of 

learning, and Bearman et al. (2024) argue for evaluative judgement as a 

capability students need to develop in a time of generative AI. The findings of 

this thesis add a narrative dimension to these debates: the fictions reveal how 

stakeholders experience assessment as a crisis of educational evidence. The core 

issue is what assessment can stand for, once AI can help produce polished 

answers, personalised tutoring interactions, and plausible reflections. In SCOT 

terms, closure around AI in assessment may occur through redefinition or 

redirection of the problem: cheating may be reframed as evidence design, 

authenticity as process visibility, and academic integrity as a relation between 

students, tasks, tools, and institutions. 

The third tension, the efficiency-depth trade-off, problematises the 

efficiency promise of AI integration in education (Giannakos et al., 2025). 

Enhancement narratives featured reduced routine labour, personalised support, 

widened access, and freed teachers for higher-value pedagogical work. 

Transformation narratives treated efficiency as part of a larger shift in what 

learning and knowledge could become. Displacement narratives reduced 

universities to credential systems. Resistance narratives protected friction, 

conversation, and difficulty as conditions for meaningful learning. The promise 

of speed therefore carried different meanings depending on the educational 

philosophy or future direction attached to it. 

Paper 4 shows why this tension persisted. Participants repeatedly connected 

depth to friction: learning involved wrestling with ideas, using writing to 

confront rather than bypass uncertainty, and working with people who respond 

unpredictably. This resonates with recent critiques of GenAI that foreground 

thinking, agency, and knowledge work in education. Costa and Murphy (2025) 

examine how GenAI reshapes thinking in education and argue for the 

preservation of thinking agency and intellectual honesty. Postdigital work on 

slowness similarly frames care, reflection, and resistance to productivity 

pressure as meaningful responses to GenAI-driven acceleration (Raffaghelli et 

al., 2025). The efficiency-depth tension also connects to other considerations of 

measurement and performativity in education. While one randomised 

controlled trial found substantial learning gains from a carefully designed AI 
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tutor in an introductory physics course, thanks to its capacity to support rapid 

and personalised learning for students (Kestin et al., 2025), it has also been 

highlighted that GenAI is not compatible with the processes required for 

authentic active learning and may inadvertently result in loss of cognitive or 

critical skills (Wulff & Kubsch, 2025). The fictions return to this concern in AI-

specific terms: speed and optimisation become troubling when they bypass the 

time, difficulty, and relational encounter through which understanding and 

skills develop. 

Together, the three tensions show how the stakeholders’ imaginaries are 

protective of certain values. The human remainder protects agency, judgement, 

and relationality. The assessment paradox protects the link between evidence, 

competence, and institutional trust. The efficiency-depth trade-off protects 

friction, time, and formation. These values cut across the configurations. 

Enhancement can protect human judgement through role division; Resistance 

can protect it through limits; Transformation can reinterpret it through 

augmentation; Displacement can turn its deterioration into warning.  

These tensions are likely to become the issues around which institutions or 

individual educators negotiate AI adoption. A department deciding whether to 

allow AI in writing assignments, a programme redesigning assessment, or a 

university choosing whether to procure tutoring systems is negotiating the same 

three questions that appeared in the fictions. According to Pinch and Bijker’s 

account of closure by problem redefinition, institutional adoption may stabilise 

AI by changing the problem description (Bijker et al., 2012). This could then 

become an issue of power imbalance between social groups who participate in 

the social construction: if a more powerful social group dictates a specific 

problem that the technology provides a solution to, by rejecting other possible 

avenues proposed by other groups, this might end up redefining the original 

problem itself and therefore the way that the technology is viewed and 

interpreted (Bijker, 1987).  

The following subsection develops the values-protective reading through Paper 

4 by arguing for the concept of bounded anticipation. It can explain why some 

futures remain difficult to endorse, because they would require the surrender of 

educational aspects that participants treated as constitutive of education itself. 

5.1.4 Bounded anticipation and the limits of interpretative flexibility 

Paper 4 adds a further insight to the configurations and tensions discussed 

above. Many of the imagined futures remained recognisable in institutional, 
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pedagogical, and relational terms, even when they were set years or decades 

ahead. Classrooms, universities, teacher-student relationships, writing 

practices, assessment concerns, and familiar forms of educational responsibility 

frequently persisted, a pattern conceptualised in Paper 4 as bounded 

anticipation: a form of future-making in which stakeholders imagine 

technological change within limits set by what they consider educationally 

valuable or restricted by the discourse available to them. This finding matters 

for the use of SCOT in the thesis. Interpretative flexibility explains why AI in 

education can be understood in multiple ways by different relevant social 

groups. Bounded anticipation specifies the kind of flexibility that is framed by 

the relevant social groups themselves, adding that it is shaped by the boundaries 

that stakeholders place around acceptable educational change. The exact 

meaning or form of AI remains open, but the futures through which it is 

imagined are anchored in commitments to human judgement and meaningful 

effort. The futures are flexible, yet their flexibility appears to be structured. 

This helps explain why some scenarios remained conservative across the 

datasets analysed as part of this thesis (Papers 1 and 3/4). A future that keeps 

the teacher, the classroom, or the act of difficult learning in place may look 

limited when evaluated only by the degree of novelty it contains, therefore 

enabling a discussion about limited futures literacy. Within the context of this 

thesis, these continuities carry interpretive significance in that they show which 

elements of education participants wanted to preserve as AI capabilities 

increased. It is argued here that the apparent conservatism of the fictions reveals 

the values that participants used to delimit the future. 

This reading challenges a straightforward or traditional futures-literacy 

interpretation. Futures literacy emphasises the capacity to use imagined futures 

to question present assumptions and expand possible action (Miller, 2018a, 

2018b). From that angle, incremental changes or familiar scenarios might 

suggest a narrow anticipatory range. Paper 4 shows that this reading captures 

only part of the pattern. Some stakeholders did draw on familiar AI narratives, 

including tutoring, personalisation, cheating, cognitive decline, and labour 

displacement. Inayatullah’s concept of used futures is useful here, because these 

scenarios often borrowed from already circulating images of AI in education 

(Inayatullah, 2008). Yet the borrowed futures were selected and adapted in 

ways that reflected the participants’ educational commitments. For example, AI-

as-tutor futures could preserve the teacher as a relational or interpretive figure 

while redistributing some instructional support; assessment-crisis futures could 
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defend the connection between evidence, competence, and institutional trust. 

Cognitive-decline futures could protect effort, attention, and independent 

thought. Labour-displacement futures could express anxiety about the loss of 

pedagogical agency and professional meaning. In this sense, used futures were 

filtered through values, as stakeholders borrowed from existing discourse, while 

also using those borrowed forms to mark what they were unwilling to surrender. 

The concept of refusal helps further explain this stance. Refusal, as theorised by 

McGranahan (2016), can be understood as a generative act through which 

people decline the terms on which a future is offered and insist on different 

possibilities. In the fictions analysed here, many stakeholders were refusing 

particular AI futures. Instead of outright rejecting AI, however, they placed 

conditions around its acceptability. In this sense, such conditions create 

expectations for the future that help mobilise particular resources, coordinate 

relevant action, and shape present decisions. This is in line with literature about 

the sociology of expectations (Borup et al., 2006; Brown & Michael, 2003), 

which assumes that uncertainty during early moments of a technological 

breakthrough could lead to success if a wider range of stakeholders and their 

anticipations are involved. Relatedly, value-sensitive design (Friedman et al., 

2013; Friedman & Hendry, 2019) celebrates the integration of moral and ethical 

values in imagining and designing technological futures. Read together, these 

traditions support a focus on the values protected in educational imaginaries, as 

conceptualised in this thesis.  

Such a values-protective reading still needs to be held together with the 

constraints identified in Paper 4. Technological determinism was common 

across the fictions, with AI often positioned as an autonomous driver of change. 

Furthermore, some aspects, including assessment redesign, were easier for 

participants to criticise or reflect on than to reimagine concretely. This suggests 

that bounded anticipation is produced through both educational commitment 

and discursive limitation. In other words, stakeholders protected what they 

valued, and they did so through the imaginaries, metaphors, and problem 

framings most readily available to them. This reading shows that the limits of 

imagination are themselves meaningful, since they reveal where stakeholders’ 

educational values, professional experiences, institutional settings, and 

available futures discourse converge. For SCOT, this means that interpretative 

flexibility should be understood as value-bounded: relevant social groups may 

construct varying meanings for AI partly because they differ in what they regard 

as negotiable, fragile, or constitutive of education. 
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Bounded anticipation also connects the practical with the methodological 

contributions of the thesis. Practically, it shows that AI futures in education are 

shaped by commitments to knowledge formation, relationships, and meaningful 

effort. Methodologically, it shows that education fiction is valuable because it 

can also reveal the limits of imagination, or the factors that delimit it. 

5.2 How does education fiction function as a research approach for 
studying technological futures in education? 

This section turns to the second research question by examining how education 

fiction functioned as a research approach across the thesis. Across the four 

papers, fiction operated as empirical material, elicitation method, analytical 

object, and narrative mode of knowing. Its methodological value came from the 

way fictional writing turns educational assumptions into situated worlds. 

Characters, settings, temporal horizons, conflicts, metaphors, omissions, and 

resolutions all became part of how participant-authors made sense of AI in 

education. The empirical work showcased a specific range of texts that education 

fiction may produce, dependent on the instructions the participants received 

and their willingness or freedom to experiment with the genre. Some texts 

included recognisable fictional features such as characters, settings, 

atmosphere, and narrative movement. Others were closer to future-oriented 

reflections or scenario fragments. More developed stories (in the conventional 

sense) brought attention to literary dimensions, while shorter stakeholder-

written scenarios were still productive for identifying values, tensions, and 

anticipatory commitments. The value of education fiction lies in the fact that 

speculative writing makes educational assumptions available for interpretation. 

Education fiction is seen as structurally more open than the three main 

fictional approaches synthesised in the Background (design fiction, social 

science fiction, speculative fiction). Hrastinski (2023) began to describe what 

education fiction is or does: it “(1) connects the past, present, and future; (2) is 

both speculative and informed; (3) uses atmosphere to evoke emotions; and (4) 

encourages reflection.” Already in these four features of education fiction we can 

find some common denominators with other fiction-based research: the 

connection between the past and the future implies a situated experience that 

mostly borrows from a social science fiction tradition in its focus on social 

matters; the combination of actual and speculative facts borrows the reality-

alternative focus of speculative fiction; its atmosphere and language are largely 

inspired by the literary tradition that would structurally belong to works of 
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science fiction; and its reflective nature combines characteristics of all three 

strands mentioned above, and alludes to reader-based interpretations of texts 

that shift the focus away from the author and onto the act of reading.  

Based on the comparisons included here so far, this thesis uses education fiction 

as a research approach which:  

1. is grounded in educational concerns, meaning that the speculative 

or fictional element serves to explore matters that are recognisably about 

education: its institutions, relationships, values, and purposes. This is 

what separates it most clearly from design fiction, which may use 

educational settings but is oriented towards prototyping objects or 

services, and from speculative fiction more broadly, which is not bound 

to any particular domain. 

2. can function both as an analytical object and as a data generation 

method. Published education fictions can be read, interpreted, and 

systematically analysed for the imaginaries, arguments, and values they 

carry (Paper 1, Paper 2). At the same time, inviting stakeholders to write 

their own education fictions produces original narrative data that reveals 

how those stakeholders construct their future visions (Paper 3, Paper 4). 

3. provides access to values, tensions, and contradictions that more 

conventional research methods may not surface with the same richness. 

The act of writing a fictional scenario about education requires any 

author to commit to choices about characters, settings, relationships, and 

events that carry implicit assumptions. 

4. accommodates multiple layers of interpretation without 

prescribing a single correct reading. The interpretive lenses proposed 

in Paper 2 and the CLA framework applied in Paper 3 both demonstrate 

that education fiction can be read at the level of surface content, narrative 

structure, underlying assumptions, and deep metaphors. This layered 

quality is present in other fiction-based approaches too, but the 

combination of education-specific grounding with reader-oriented 

analysis (where the reader’s role in constructing meaning is 

acknowledged rather than treated as secondary) positions education 

fiction as a research approach that invites interpretative plurality 

supplementing what many conventional academic forms allow. 

5. reveals how imagination is structured by the values and discursive 

resources available to the writer. This point extends Hrastinski’s 

(2023) observation that education fiction is “both speculative and 
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informed” by adding an empirical dimension: the speculations produced 

in this thesis were actively shaped (and limited) by what the participants 

considered educationally essential. In other words, education fiction 

exposes the boundaries of what its authors are willing to imagine, 

allowing the reader to analyse how those boundaries carry meaning. 

Taken together, these features position education fiction as a research approach 

with a distinct identity. It draws from speculative fiction, social science fiction, 

design fiction, narrative inquiry, and futures methods, while remaining 

anchored in educational questions. Its contribution lies in combining 

speculative openness with educational specificity. 

Fictional texts have served as research data in different ways across the thesis. 

Paper 1 treated one hundred published social science fictions as a corpus for 

reflexive thematic analysis. This allowed the study to map recurring researcher-

authored imaginaries around AI in education, including education design, 

ethics, social impact, and sustainability. The approach made visible broad 

patterns across a large set of texts, while also showing that many published 

fictions echoed concerns already present in AIED discourse. Paper 3 extended 

the use of fiction as data by analysing stakeholder-written scenarios through 

CLA. This method moved from surface concerns to systems, worldviews, and 

myths/metaphors, leading to the four configurations of Enhancement, 

Transformation, Displacement, and Resistance and the three cross-cutting 

tensions discussed earlier in this chapter. Paper 4 then utilised follow-up 

interviews, allowing participants to reflect on the reasoning behind their 

fictional choices. This showed that fiction can function in conventional research 

contexts and it can be paired productively with other qualitative methods, 

especially when the researcher wants to understand how and why particular 

futures are imagined or skipped. 

Education fiction, as defined above, is analytically demanding precisely because 

it has the potential to surface values, tensions, and contradictions across a range 

of interpretative layers, depending on the interpreter and the chosen method of 

analysis. A casual reader can enjoy a work of fiction purely for literary 

enjoyment, but a researcher will need some structured way of moving from 

narrative experience to extractable data. The argument for analysing education 

fiction is motivated by the very existence of the approach: if it is used as a 

research tool (as it has been in this thesis) to either gauge the breadth and other 

qualitative characteristics of the imaginaries circulating in a community (here, 

the educational community) or extract structured responses from research 
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participants, the rich qualitative character of these fictions deserves analysis on 

its own merits. Conversely, if the research interpreting education fictions treats 

these as transparent data and applies standard content analysis, the narrative-

specific dimensions, such as rhetoric, atmosphere, and implicit argumentation, 

may not be accounted for.  

Before continuing to argue for the need for semi-flexible education fiction 

interpretation, I need to be transparent with the reader: in the beginning of this 

research journey, I fell into the ‘trap’ I created above. Namely, I used a 

conventional content analysis method (reflexive thematic analysis) to explore 

the role of AI in the future of teaching and learning, as that was depicted in 

published fiction texts (Paper 1); I return to this tension later in this section as 

well. Similar engagement with fictional data had been noticed in the literature, 

where fictional texts were used as conventional research data (Lindgren 

Leavenworth & Manni, 2021; Teräs et al., 2024) for exploring the interplay 

between fictions and constructed futures. The tension between treating fictional 

data as conventional qualitative data and studying it for the literary richness 

they may contain (a tension where the former side was chosen in Paper 1) was 

then hinted at as problematic by Ross (2025), exactly because fictional scenarios 

might include more than ‘flat’ descriptions of (a) reality. Instead, a fictional text 

interpretation or analysis needs to take into account all those literary 

characteristics that make an argument come to life through descriptions: 

metaphors, plots, characters, imagery, (poetic) language (Kennedy & Gioia, 

2016). This is where the primary contribution of this thesis comes in terms of 

analytical tooling, in the form of the three interpretive lenses presented in Paper 

2.  

The three lenses for interpretation aimed to bridge this gap or tension: that 

fiction becomes data in research but should not be treated as research data in 

the traditional sense. The alternative educational imaginaries lens asks what 

kind of educational world the fiction constructs. The narrative and rhetorical 

mechanics lens asks how the fiction makes its argument. The critical value lens 

asks what practical, ethical, or pedagogical prompts the fiction generates. Each 

of these is informed by literary tradition but oriented towards educational 

inquiry (Paper 2). This is a combination of lenses that is theoretically grounded 

but also adds to other fiction-interpretive approaches that can be found in the 

literature. As such, researchers can adapt, critique, or extend it, especially 

depending on the scope and specifications of the education-fiction research 

project undertaken.  
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These suggested lenses extend prior work in fiction-based research by 

foregrounding the literary value of education fiction while at the same time 

treating it as a space where rich insights for the future of education can emerge. 

The systematic evaluation of fiction as part of research has a long tradition. 

Lackey (1994) treated social science fiction in the context of assignments that 

students had to complete; as such, criteria to be fulfilled included presence of 

characters, their interactions, and the setting in which they operated, borrowing 

from traditional literary techniques for analysis. Leavy (2016) offered a more 

structured way of thinking about fiction-based research, arguing that fiction 

needs to be evaluated on its own terms in research settings, a notion that this 

thesis subscribes to. Evaluative criteria from Leavy included narrative realism, 

voice, and scholarly contribution, therefore being positioned close to Lackey’s 

suggestions while keeping a close eye on the research insights that can surface 

through fiction. Subsequently, Cox et al. (2023) built on Leavy’s contributions 

and borrowed from Tracy’s (2010) criteria1 for evaluating qualitative research 

and enhanced them for research fictions by focusing on: substantive 

contribution, credibility, resonance, ambiguity, coherence, aesthetics, sincerity, 

rich rigour, and ethics. More recently, Cunningham and Mills (2024) engaged 

with both Tracy’s work and Cox et al.’s work by adopting a ‘diffractive approach’ 

to reading fictions in research, putting the focus on the interplay between the 

reader and the text instead of any singular interpretation of that text. They 

foregrounded aspects such as the intertextuality of texts and aesthetic 

dimensions in the narrative, subscribing to an idea of reading as transformative 

for the reader.  

While the approach created as part of this thesis (Paper 2) necessarily 

acknowledges this long tradition that has stayed true to qualitative research 

criteria, it differs in that it purposely highlights educational questions as part of 

the contributions of the education fictions, while still attending to the aesthetic 

(literary) or argumentative (rhetorical) aspects of the text that make it rich and 

perhaps pleasurable for the reader. Therefore, the three interpretive lenses both 

borrow and substantially simplify the previous tradition of ‘measuring’ research 

fictions, by offering criteria in the form of guiding questions that do not aim to 

judge a piece of fiction as worthy (or not) of being called ‘research’ but rather 

 

 

1 Worthy topic, rich rigour, sincerity, credibility, resonance, significant contribution, ethical aspects, 
meaningful coherence (Tracy, 2010) 
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celebrate its capacity to offer (creatively produced) insights in the context of a 

research study. These lenses and their guiding questions can also be used as a 

blueprint for crafting education fictions that can produce rich research insights 

by touching upon different aspects (aesthetic or substantive and 

argumentative).  

The question of evaluating education fictions (in the form of evaluative criteria) 

has not been addressed by the contributions of this thesis. A researcher can rely 

on the rich history and recent enhancements of traditional evaluative criteria 

explored above. My contribution has focused on how education fictions are read 

more than how they are evaluated against checklists, because this thesis showed 

that it is an inherently loosely structured approach, both in collecting data and 

in analysing it. Following this line of thought, it is important to more closely 

address a tension that has been created by using different methods for analysing 

fiction data in this thesis.  

Different analytical frameworks or tools have been used or presented for 

education fiction in the contributions made in this thesis. One is (reflexive) 

thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2019, 2022) in Paper 1 and the other is causal 

layered analysis/CLA (Inayatullah, 1998) in Paper 3, with variations of thematic 

analysis appearing in Paper 4. These contrast with the three lenses introduced 

in Paper 2 and therefore create an analytical tension in this thesis. Firstly, and 

on a truly reflexive note, the use of different analytical tools reflects my 

progression as a researcher in this space, moving from a widely accepted 

qualitative method in Paper 1 to a more specific ‘futures-adjacent’ method in 

Paper 3, even though I synthesised and suggested tools for analysis in Paper 2. 

Secondly, in the context of this thesis, these tools for analysis are used as 

complementary, not contradictory: thematic analysis was useful for mapping 

patterns across a large corpus but did not specifically focus on the rhetorical or 

atmospheric dimensions of individual texts (Paper 2). CLA was powerful for 

depth (moving from surface claims to myths) but was applied to short 

stakeholder-written texts rather than longer published fictions. The secondary 

structural (and largely flexible) analysis in Paper 4 captured formal features 

(temporal horizons, role preservation) that neither thematic analysis nor CLA 

was explicitly designed for. The lenses from Paper 2, in turn, were designed for 

close reading of individual texts and could capture what the other approaches 

could not, namely how the text works as a piece of writing that makes arguments 

through literary means. Thus, I argue not that one approach is better than the 
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other, but that education fiction, because of its layered nature, could benefit 

from multiple methods rather than a single method.  

What does this mean for researchers who want to work with education fiction? 

The experience across the four studies in this thesis points to several 

considerations. First, the choice of analytical framework should be driven by the 

level of the text under investigation (surface themes, deep values, narrative 

structure, or rhetorical strategy) rather than disciplinary habit; tools can be 

selected or combined accordingly. Second, the relationship between found and 

elicited fiction matters for analytical design. Published education fictions, 

written by researchers or even professional authors, tended to be more 

narratively developed and allow for richer literary analysis, while participant-

written fictions, as in this thesis, were often shorter, less polished, and often 

closer to reflective journal entries than to conventional stories. This is not a 

weakness, but it does mean that the analytical approach needs to be calibrated 

to what the data look like rather than to what it ideally could be. Third, and 

perhaps most importantly, researchers should resist the temptation to treat 

education fiction as simply another form of qualitative data that can be 

processed with off-the-shelf methods.  

The findings of this thesis suggest that what makes fiction valuable as a research 

approach is what standard content-analysis methods tend to overlook: the 

atmosphere, the commitments embedded in world-building choices, the things 

that writers protect and refuse to surrender, the way a story argues without 

explicitly stating its argument. Analytical tools for education fiction need to be 

sensitive to these dimensions, and this thesis has offered some starting points 

for building that sensitivity, through the interpretive lenses (Paper 2), through 

CLA as applied to speculative texts (Paper 3), and through the concept of 

bounded anticipation that emerged from attending to the structural limits of 

what participants were willing to imagine (Paper 4). What remains to be 

developed is a more consolidated framework that brings together these different 

analytical entry points, and that can also guide the design of fiction-writing 

exercises so that participants are supported in producing texts that are 

analytically rich. The lenses, the layered analysis, and the structural coding used 

here each accessed something the others missed, and future work on education 

fiction methodology would benefit from exploring how they might be integrated 

yet continue to allow flexibility in how different approaches can benefit the 

analysis of fictional artefacts.  
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5.3 Practical implications: AI in education 

Beyond its theoretical and methodological contributions, this thesis surfaces 

findings that carry direct implications for how conversations about AI in 

education are structured and how decisions about AI integration may be made. 

The futures constructed through education fiction here show that educators, 

students, researchers, institutional leaders, and designers may invest AI with 

different assumptions about knowledge, human agency, assessment, labour, 

and educational purpose.  

5.3.1 Implications for AIED discourse and decision-making 

The four configurations identified in Paper 3 provide a practical vocabulary for 

these negotiations. Enhancement, Transformation, Displacement, and 

Resistance name orientations that are likely to coexist within departments, 

procurement processes, and policy discussions. Each orientation highlights 

different possibilities and blind spots. Enhancement supports pragmatic 

integration, workload reduction, and personalised support, while raising 

questions about dependency and the neutrality of tools. Transformation opens 

space for institutional redesign, while intensifying questions about forced 

adaptation and the loss of familiar educational forms. Displacement makes 

labour, automation, and managerial risks visible, while narrowing the space for 

constructive alternatives. Resistance protects autonomy, authenticity, human 

judgement, and meaningful struggle, while risking defensive closure or unequal 

access. For curriculum designers, institutional leaders, and AI application 

developers, the practical task is to make these orientations explicit and examine 

how proposed AI uses affect knowledge, assessment, relational learning, 

educational depth, and human agency (Corbin et al., 2026; Knox et al., 2020; 

Selwyn, Hillman, et al., 2020). This has implications for the design of AI systems 

and policies. Stakeholders are unlikely to evaluate educational AI only through 

functionality, accuracy, or efficiency. The findings suggest that they also 

evaluate AI through its alignment with deeper educational commitments. Tools 

framed primarily through Enhancement logics may encounter resistance when 

they threaten values associated with human judgement, assessment integrity, or 

authentic struggle. Conversely, tools and policies that explicitly address the 

assessment paradox, preserve spaces for teacher agency, and support 

meaningful student effort may be easier to deliberate across different 

orientations. 
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The bounded anticipation finding from Paper 4 adds a further practical 

dimension. If stakeholders’ imaginations of AI futures are structured by the 

values they seek to protect, then participatory design and foresight exercises 

need to account for this. Speculative and co-design exercises that aim to involve 

diverse stakeholders should attend not only to who the participants are but also 

to how professional identity shapes what participants can and cannot imagine 

(Paper 4). The practical question shifts from ‘what do stakeholders want?’ to 

‘what are stakeholders protecting, and why?’ This reframing has implications for 

how institutions facilitate conversations about AI adoption: rather than 

presenting AI integration as a technical question requiring buy-in, it suggests 

that such conversations should begin by surfacing the educational values at 

stake and working with them rather than around them. 

A concrete finding is that the most critically productive reasoning in the data 

occurred around assessment (Paper 4). This suggests that deliberation about AI 

in education may be most productive when it engages educators on terrains 

where they already recognise the need for change, rather than leading with 

promises of efficiency or personalisation that may not align with their primary 

concerns. At the same time, the prevalence of technological determinism across 

the fiction dataset, where AI appeared as an autonomous force to which 

education must adapt rather than a technology whose integration educators can 

shape, raises a reflexive challenge for the AIED field itself. If the dominant 

narratives through which AI is introduced to educators already constrain the 

futures they are invited to imagine (Ruano-Borbalan, 2025; Williamson & 

Eynon, 2020), then what appears as educator conservatism may in part be a 

mirror held up to the field’s own assumptions about what technological change 

should look like. 

These implications raise a further question that this thesis can pose but has not 

attempted to resolve empirically: how insights generated through education 

fiction actually enter institutional decision-making processes. The claim that 

education fiction can inform governance, strategic planning, or curriculum 

design rests on an assumption that surfacing values through narrative will 

translate into changed practice. Participatory design research has shown that 

the distance between generative workshops and actual institutional uptake is 

often considerable, mediated by organisational hierarchies, resource 

constraints, and the willingness of decision-makers to engage with unfamiliar 

forms of evidence (Björgvinsson et al., 2010). Education fiction, as 

demonstrated in this thesis, produces a particular kind of insight: layered, 
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values-laden, and resistant to reduction into policy-ready bullet points. This is 

simultaneously its strength and a practical challenge. Institutions that seek to 

use education fiction in strategic conversations about AI adoption will need to 

develop deliberative formats that can hold the ambiguity and multiplicity that 

fiction generates, rather than extracting simplified takeaways. The two-stage 

design proposed in Paper 4, where open-ended fiction writing is followed by 

structured reflection, represents one attempt to bridge this gap by connecting 

the generative qualities of fiction with the more directed needs of institutional 

deliberation. Further work is needed to understand what institutional 

conditions enable speculative insights to inform, rather than merely 

complement, existing decision-making structures. 

5.3.2 Education fiction as a tool for practice  

The thesis also suggests that education fiction has practical value beyond its use 

as a research method. The story-crafting exercise employed in Papers 3 and 4 

functioned as a reflective activity for participants. Writing speculative fiction 

about AI required stakeholders to make their assumptions, values, and concerns 

concrete in ways that other forms of engagement (policy documents, surveys, 

strategic plans) rarely demand. This hints at potential applications for education 

fiction in professional development, institutional planning, and participatory 

governance around educational technology. 

However, the thesis also provides an important caution. If bounded anticipation 

means that open-ended fiction exercises tend to reproduce existing assumptions 

rather than genuinely expand the range of imaginable futures, then the design 

of such exercises matters. Paper 4 proposed what might be called an elicit-and-

confront design: an initial stage that elicits stakeholders’ speculative futures, 

followed by a second stage that presents participants with their authored 

scenarios of radical transformation and asks them to identify what they would 

need to protect, what they could relinquish, and under what conditions. This 

shifts the function of education fiction from open-ended imagination, which can 

reproduce bounded futures, to structured confrontation with alternatives that 

makes the values at stake visible and available for deliberation. Such a design 

treats bounded anticipation as a starting point for values-clarification in times 

of technological change. 
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5.4 Limitations  

This thesis, like any research endeavour, operates within boundaries that shape 

what it can and cannot claim. Certain limitations deserve acknowledgement, 

both for transparency and because some of them point to productive tensions 

inherent in the type of research conducted here. 

The most immediate contextual limitation is that the empirical data in Papers 3 

and 4 were collected within a single national setting: Swedish higher education. 

Sweden’s particular relationship with educational technology, including the 

ongoing debates around digitalisation and the so-called digital backlash in 

compulsory education (Forsler, 2025; Forsler et al., 2026), creates a specific 

discursive environment that may have influenced how participants imagined AI 

futures. The values, institutional structures, and policy contexts that shaped 

these fictions are not universal. Stakeholders in other national or institutional 

contexts, where AI governance, educational traditions, or attitudes towards 

technology differ, might construct substantially different futures. However, this 

limitation is also consistent with the thesis’s own theoretical commitments. If 

social construction is always situated, as SCOT maintains (Bijker, 2001; Pinch & 

Bijker, 1984), then context-specificity is not a flaw to be corrected but a feature 

to be acknowledged. The findings do not claim to map a universal landscape of 

AI imaginaries; they claim to reveal how a particular educational community, at 

a particular moment, constructs and negotiates meaning around a technology 

that is still in flux. Future research in other settings would test how far the 

patterns identified here, particularly the structural tensions and the bounded 

nature of anticipation, translate across contexts. 

A related concern is participant self-selection. The stakeholders who chose to 

write speculative fictions and, subsequently, to participate in interviews were 

likely those with existing interest in or opinions about AI in education. This 

means the data may over-represent engaged, reflective voices and under-

represent those who are indifferent to or disengaged from questions about 

education/AI futures. The thesis cannot claim to have captured the full range of 

stakeholder perspectives, only those of participants willing to engage in a 

creative, speculative exercise. At the same time, the research design was not 

intended to produce a representative survey of opinion. Education fiction, as 

employed here, is a depth-oriented method that trades breadth of coverage for 

richness of insight. The participants’ willingness to engage with fiction is itself 

part of what made the data generative. 
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A further limitation concerns the elicitation instrument itself. The fictions 

analysed in Papers 3 and 4 were produced through a purpose-built story-

crafting tool, under conditions that shaped what participants could write: a web-

based format, researcher-designed prompts, limited time investment, and no 

expectation of literary craft. It is therefore possible that some of what this thesis 

interprets as bounded anticipation reflects the boundedness of the instrument 

(or its use) rather than of the imaginations it elicited. Short fictions written in a 

single sitting may gravitate towards familiar settings and incremental change 

simply because radical world-building demands narrative resources the format 

does not readily afford. The thesis cannot fully separate these two sources of 

boundedness, and the concept should be read with that entanglement in view. 

Two considerations nonetheless suggest that the pattern is not reducible to the 

instrument. First, the follow-up interviews in Paper 4 allowed participants to 

reason beyond their written texts, and their accounts converged on values-

protection rather than on format constraints: when invited to reflect on the 

futures they had not written, participants defended their choices in terms of 

what education should remain, not in terms of what the exercise permitted. 

Second, the same instrument did produce radical scenarios; the Transformation 

and Displacement configurations demonstrate that the format allowed, even if 

it did not commonly elicit, futures of profound change. The confound cannot be 

eliminated, but it can be bounded, and elicitation designs that vary format, 

length, and scaffolding would test how much of the pattern survives. 

The interpretive nature of the analysis also warrants reflection. Across all four 

papers, the findings are products of qualitative interpretation: thematic 

analysis, causal layered analysis, and close reading through analytical lenses 

developed within the thesis itself. Different researchers, bringing different 

theoretical commitments and reading practices, might identify different themes, 

construct different CLA configurations, or foreground different narrative 

features. This is not unique to this thesis; it is a condition of all interpretive 

research and an indication of the openness that characterises the approach of 

education fiction. The thesis has sought to address this through methodological 

transparency, detailed descriptions of analytical procedures, and, in Paper 4, the 

use of participant reflections through follow-up interviews that allowed them to 

comment on and complicate the researcher’s readings of their fictions. 

Nevertheless, the findings should be understood as one well-grounded 

interpretation rather than the only possible reading. 
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A further reflexive dimension concerns how the thesis’s central argument relates 

to the researcher’s own position. This thesis argues that fiction authors’ 

imaginations are structured by the values they seek to protect. The same logic 

applies to the analytical choices made throughout this research. I came to this 

project valuing fiction as a legitimate and generative way of knowing, and that 

commitment has shaped interpretive decisions at every stage: the choice to 

develop the principled reading of bounded anticipation (values-protection) 

alongside the deficit reading (limited futures literacy), and the decision to 

foreground the former as the structuring force while acknowledging the latter as 

a contributing condition. A researcher who approached the same data from a 

strictly futures-literacy framework might have weighted these readings 

differently, treating the conservatism of the fictions primarily as evidence of 

constrained imagination rather than as meaningful refusal. I do not think that 

reading would be wrong; I think it would be incomplete, and the convergence 

between narrative choices and stated commitments in the interview data 

supports that position. The point here is transparency: bounded anticipation, as 

a concept, emerged partly because I was looking for what fiction enables rather 

than where it falls short, and this orientation is itself a form of values-protection 

that deserves acknowledgement. 

Finally, education fiction itself remains an emerging and loosely bounded 

concept. While the thesis contributes to defining and operationalising this 

concept, there is not yet a settled consensus in the literature about where 

education fiction ends and adjacent approaches, such as design fiction or social 

science fiction, begin, and perhaps there should not be such a boundary. This 

means that the methodological contributions offered here are contributions to 

an ongoing conversation rather than definitive statements about a fully 

established field. The analytical frameworks and approaches developed across 

the four papers are offered as tools that have proven productive in this context, 

not as standardised instruments with established validity in the psychometric 

sense. Their value lies in what they enabled the research to see, and their 

transferability to other contexts remains an open question. 

5.5 Future research directions 

The contributions and limitations of this thesis open several avenues for future 

research, spanning both the methodological development of education fiction 

and the substantive study of (AI) futures in education. 
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The most immediate direction concerns context and scope. This thesis was 

conducted within Swedish higher education, and the patterns it identified, 

including the four configurations, the cross-cutting tensions, and the bounded 

nature of anticipation, are shaped by a specific institutional, cultural, and policy 

environment. A valuable next step would be to conduct comparable education 

fiction studies in other national and institutional contexts. Different educational 

traditions, governance structures, and relationships with technology could 

produce different imaginaries, and the question of whether bounded 

anticipation operates similarly across contexts, or whether the content of what 

stakeholders protect varies while the structure of boundedness remains stable, 

is both theoretically and practically significant. Comparative work of this kind 

would test the transferability of these findings. 

Closely related is the question of who writes the fictions. The empirical data in 

this thesis come primarily from university teachers, researchers, PhD 

candidates, and other students. Notably absent are EdTech developers, 

institutional leaders, policymakers, and students below the higher education 

level, all of whom are relevant social groups in SCOT terms and whose 

imaginaries may differ substantially from those documented here. Paper 1 

demonstrated that published education fictions have been predominantly 

authored by critical education researchers, which already constrains the 

landscape of available imaginaries. Expanding the range of voices in education 

fiction research would both broaden the empirical base and test whether the 

structural patterns identified in this thesis (such as the dominance of 

institutional preservation or the centrality of assessment anxiety) hold across 

differently positioned stakeholders, or whether they are specific to the academic 

community studied here. 

A second cluster of directions relates to the temporal dimension of the research. 

This thesis captures a particular moment in a rapidly evolving discourse: a 

period of high interpretative flexibility around AI in education, when generative 

AI was still relatively new to educational settings and institutional responses had 

not yet stabilised. Longitudinal research could track how stakeholders’ 

imaginaries shift as AI becomes more embedded in educational routines and as 

institutional policies stabilise. Do the configurations identified in Paper 3 

remain stable, or do stakeholders move between them as their experiences 

accumulate? Does bounded anticipation loosen, intensify, or transform over 

time? Paper 4 proposed that educators’ anticipatory horizons are grounded in 

experiential bases that shift as new experiences accumulate (Gadamer, 2011; 



 102 

Koselleck, 1985), and longitudinal work would provide an empirical test of that 

theoretical claim. Such research could also examine whether the process of 

writing education fiction itself has any lasting effect on participants’ thinking 

about AI. 

A third cluster concerns the analytical and methodological tools developed 

across the four papers, which invite further development and testing. The three-

lens framework from Paper 2 was developed conceptually and demonstrated 

through application to a single published fiction. Future work could test its 

application to larger corpora or its utility across different types of education 

fiction (from short stakeholder-written scenarios to full-length published 

fictions), and examine how different readers using the same framework arrive 

at similar or divergent interpretations. Paper 2 also suggested that the lenses 

could function not only as analytical tools but as guides for writing education 

fiction, helping authors engage deliberately with educational assumptions, 

rhetorical choices, and critical implications. This dual function (analysis and 

creation) remains untested and represents a promising direction for both 

research methodology and pedagogical practice. 

Within the same cluster, the relationship between the different analytical 

approaches used in this thesis also warrants further investigation. This thesis 

employed thematic analysis (Paper 1), the three-lens framework (Paper 2), 

Causal Layered Analysis (Paper 3), and an iterative deductive-inductive-

abductive approach (Paper 4) to study fiction. These were deployed in different 

studies for different purposes, but the question of how they relate to each other 

as a coordinated toolkit, rather than as separate methods chosen for separate 

occasions, deserves consideration. Future methodological work could examine 

what happens when the same dataset is analysed through multiple frameworks 

simultaneously, testing whether they produce complementary, overlapping, or 

genuinely distinct insights. The thesis provides preliminary evidence that 

different analytical tools reveal different dimensions of the same texts, but a 

more controlled comparison would strengthen this claim. 

A fourth direction extends the substantive scope. This thesis focused exclusively 

on AI as its substantive domain, but the methodological contributions are not 

inherently limited to this technology. Education fiction as a research approach 

could be applied to other sociotechnical questions in education: learning 

analytics and datafication, virtual and augmented reality, platform-based 

education, or the broader implications of digital infrastructure in learning 

environments. It could also extend beyond technology entirely to address other 
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complex, contested education futures such as climate change, demographic 

shifts, or evolving conceptions of knowledge and skill. Testing education fiction 

in domains beyond AIED would clarify whether the approach’s strengths 

(accessing layered values, surfacing bounded anticipation, generating multi-

level data) are tied to the specific characteristics of AI discourse or whether they 

transfer to other wicked problems in education. 

Finally, the thesis points towards the potential of education fiction not only as a 

research method but as a form of intervention or participatory practice. The 

elicit-and-confront design proposed in Paper 4 and outlined in Section 5.3.2 

treats bounded anticipation as a starting point for values-clarification rather 

than a limitation to be overcome. This proposal remains untested. Future 

research could design and evaluate such interventions in professional 

development settings, institutional strategic planning, or participatory 

governance processes. More broadly, the combination of fiction with other 

creative and participatory methods, including visual methods, performative 

approaches, and collaborative scenario-building, could extend the reach of 

education fiction beyond what text-based speculation alone can achieve. The 

question is whether fiction-based approaches, when embedded in deliberative 

processes, can do more than surface existing values: whether they can help 

communities actively negotiate and construct shared visions of educational 

futures that none of the participants would have arrived at individually. 

This thesis began with the observation that the futures we build are shaped by 

the stories we tell. The research presented here has shown that those stories are 

richer, more layered, and more revealing than conventional methods often 

assume, but also that they are bounded by the very values they seek to protect. 

Future work can build on these findings by developing more ways to use fiction 

as a research tool and using those tools to engage more honestly with the values, 

tensions, and possibilities that define the future of education in times of 

(technological) change. 
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6 Conclusions 

This thesis set out to answer two questions: what kinds of AI futures are 

imagined through education fiction, and how those futures are constructed and 

delimited; and how education fiction functions as a research approach for 

studying technological futures in education. Across four interconnected papers, 

it has pursued these questions through a progression from mapping existing 

imaginaries (Paper 1) to developing analytical tools for reading them (Paper 2), 

generating new stakeholder fictions and analysing their layered structure (Paper 

3), and returning to the authors of those fictions to understand the reasoning 

behind their imaginative choices (Paper 4). 

The thesis offers two central contributions, corresponding to its two research 

questions. The first is substantive. The AI futures imagined through education 

fiction proved plural yet patterned: stakeholder-written fictions clustered into 

four configurations (Enhancement, Transformation, Displacement, and 

Resistance) that construct the same technology in diverse ways, making the 

interpretative flexibility of AI in education at this moment tangible. Equally 

significant was what persisted across those configurations. When higher 

education stakeholders wrote fiction about AI futures, they did so within 

boundaries shaped by values they sought to protect. The concept of bounded 

anticipation, developed in Paper 4, captures this pattern: the constrained scope 

of future imagination that results from the active protection of commitments 

stakeholders consider essential to education, such as struggle as a condition for 

learning, the relational nature of teaching, and education as a process of 

becoming. This finding complicates what might otherwise appear as a deficit in 

futures literacy. The boundedness documented in Papers 3 and 4 is conditioned 

in part by the circulating discourses from which participants borrowed, but it is 
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also an expression of what education stakeholders refuse to surrender, even in 

speculative contexts where they were invited to imagine freely. These are 

situated claims: they concern a particular educational community, in Swedish 

higher education, during a period of open interpretative flexibility. That 

situatedness is not a limitation of the findings so much as a condition of the 

social construction they document. 

The second contribution is methodological: education fiction can function as a 

research approach. It generates rich, analysable data about how people 

negotiate the meaning of technologies that have yet to settle into stable forms. 

The three interpretative lenses developed in Paper 2 and the fiction-elicitation 

tool used in Paper 3 provide concrete resources for researchers who wish to use 

fiction systematically, and the CLA-informed analysis in Paper 3 demonstrated 

that stakeholder-written fiction carries analysable meaning at every layer, from 

surface scenarios to deep assumptions and myths. The thesis does not claim that 

fiction displaces established methods. Its clearest demonstration of fiction’s 

value came precisely from pairing fiction with interviews in Paper 4, where the 

written scenarios provided a concrete anchor and the interviews the reasoning 

behind them. What fiction adds, on the theoretical account developed in Chapter 

2 and expressed empirically here, is a way of eliciting what direct questions may 

leave unspoken: the formal commitments of storytelling bring tacit assumptions 

and normative investments to the surface. 

Together, these contributions suggest that the stories people tell about 

technological futures are both diagnostic and constitutive: they reveal the 

values, tensions, and power dynamics at play in a moment of high interpretative 

flexibility, and in doing so, they participate in shaping which futures become 

thinkable and which remain unimaginable. That claim applies to this thesis as 

well. The kappa is itself a narrative act, and the concepts it offers, bounded 

anticipation among them, participate in constructing the very imaginary they 

describe. For education research, this means that fiction deserves a place 

alongside established empirical methods as a way of engaging with questions 

that are future-oriented, value-laden, and resistant to prediction. For education 

practice and policy, it means that when stakeholders imagine cautious or 

bounded futures for AI, this warrants engagement with the commitments 

driving that caution rather than dismissal of it as resistance to change. 

The futures of AI in education are still being written, and they will not be written 

from nowhere. This thesis has shown that attending to how those futures are 

narrated, by whom, and within what limits is itself a form of research: one that 
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can inform how we prepare for, and participate in, the construction of the 

futures we are willing to inhabit. 
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