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AI, Adult learning and the Right to Opacity

AI is reshaping not only how adults learn, but the conditions under which learning takes place. 
(Selwyn et al 2025)

AI increasingly acts not only as a learning tool, but as a cognitive-infrastructural environment. 
(Ciasullo et al. 2026)

Personalisation, prediction and continuous datafication may expand access and individualise learning. 
(Luckin & Holmes 2016; Cera 2024)

At the same time, algorithmic infrastructures increasingly collect, classify, predict and personalise 
learners' behaviours and trajectories (Cappelli & Rogovsky 2023). 

Following Édouard Glissant (1990), opacity can be understood as a right not to be fully knowable. 

Research question:
Does AI-mediated training and learning expand educational inclusion, or does it reproduce 
inequalities while constraining learner autonomy?



From AI Transparency to the Opacity of the Subject

Two complementary ethical demands

AI systems should be transparent Learners should retain opacity

Explainability Non-exhaustive profiling

Accountability Right not to be fully knowable

Visibility of purposes, limits and biases Protection of unpredictability

Human oversight Learner autonomy

Contestability of AI decisions Freedom from excessive surveillance

Opacity = the right not to be fully knowable/profiled (Glissant 1990)

Agency = the capacity to act, question and resist algorithmic anticipation (Biesta 2010;Bandura 2001)

Transparency = an obligation concerning the AI system (Floridi 2022)



The paradox of AI-Mediated Adult Learning

AI-mediated tool Potentialities Agency/Pedagogical risks

AI-enhanced LMS
Personalisation; progress 
monitoring; skills updating

Profiling; standardisation; 
algorithmic management

Learning Experience Platforms
Learner choice; microlearning; 
personalised recommendations

Fragmentation; excessive 
datafication; digital exclusion

AI-supported collaborative 
learning

Simulation; knowledge sharing; 
conversational agents

Individualisation; reduced 
collective dimension

AI-based HR tools
Skills analysis; career 
development; predictive learning

Black Box evaluation; surveillance; 
reduced autonomy

Tension across different forms of AI-mediated adult learning



Ethical Risks in AI-Mediated Adult Learning

Data privacy and security: compliance with GDPR and transparency in the collection and use of 
learners’ data. 

Algorithmic bias: non-representative or historically biased datasets may reproduce or amplify 
existing inequalities in access, assessment, and educational opportunities. 

Black-box AI: complex algorithms and deep neural networks may produce decisions or 
recommendations that are difficult to interpret or explain. Limited interpretability can 
undermine trust, accountability, and the justifiability of AI-mediated decisions, particularly 
when they affect adults’ educational and professional trajectories. 

AI transparency concerns the system; opacity concerns the subject. 



The Italian Context: Adult Training Participation and Digital Skills

Source: INAPP Indaco Adulti 2025; DESI 2025.

AI-mediated learning 
does not enter a 
socially and 
educational equal field.

Digital and educational 
inequalities: Low-
educated and low-
skilled adults may have 
fewer resources to 
access, understand and 
critically engage with 
AI-mediated learning. 



AI reconfigures the roles of trainers and educators

AI increasingly supports or automates:

➢Content generation and instructional design 

➢Personalised feedback and assessment 

➢Skills analysis and learning recommendations 

➢Monitoring of learning pathways 

AI may reconfigure the educator's role from knowledge transmission towards 
facilitation, interpretation and critical pedagogical mediation.

Risk:
From pedagogical judgement → to the management of algorithmically organised learning

(Miao & Holmes 2023; Council of the EU 2026)



Conclusions

Learners Trainers / Educators

Opacity
A protected space of non-visibility, non-profiling 
and non-inference

A protected space for professional autonomy, 
pedagogical judgment

Subject 
formation

How AI profiling, classification, feedback, 
recommendation, influence learners as subjects

How AI contributes to reshaping teachers’ professional 
roles and identities

Agency
The capacity to understand, negotiate, contest or 
refuse AI-generated classifications, 
recommendations and decisions.

The capacity to exercise professional judgment, 
pedagogical autonomy and responsibility in deciding how 
AI is used.

Key concern
Becoming too legible to the system: being reduced 
to data, profiles or predicted behaviours.

Becoming too governable by the system: having 
professional judgment increasingly standardised, 
monitored or displaced by AI.

Role of 
opacity

Opacity can create space for autonomy, 
experimentation

Opacity can preserve professional discretion and spaces 
of pedagogical judgment

(UNESCO 2025; Council of the EU 2026)



Conclusions

Prerequisites for Inclusive AI-Mediated 
Learning:

• Digital capabilities→ the ability to access 
and critically engage with AI

• Transparency of AI systems→ 
explainability, accountability and human 
oversight

• Opacity of the learner→ limits to 
algorithmic profiling, surveillance and 
behavioural prediction, protecting the 
learner’s autonomy and capacity to 
remain more than what the system can 
infer.

AI → datafication → increased 
legibility of the learner

tension with autonomy → 
right to opacity

The challenge is to preserve the 
learner’s capacity to remain 
partially unknowable to AI 

systems.

AI-mediated personalisation can expand educational inclusion by making skills, learning needs and 
skill gaps more visible and actionable.

For trainers, the challenge is to preserve professional autonomy beyond what AI can 
measure, predict and standardise.
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