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Abstract

Introduction. This paper reflects on teaching practices implemented as a pre-
doctoral lecturer in undergraduate informatics courses on race, gender,
information, and technology. It reintroduces the blue book not as a punitive
measure against generative Al (GenAl), but as an intentional analogue practice to
foster engagement, creativity, and reflection in the classroom.

Approach. Through literature review, applied practice, and framed by feminist,
decolonial, and critical information studies, the paper discusses inclusive strategies
such as in-class journaling, student-led facilitation, and multimodal final projects
that encourage diverse learning styles and redistribute power in classroom
dynamics. The reflection emphasises the importance of diversifying reading lists,
valuing lived experience, and offering students meaningful choice in demonstrating
their learning. These approaches respond to the lingering effects of the COVID-19
pandemic on student attention and participation, while also addressing the
challenges and risks posed by the rise and prevalence of GenAl in higher education.
There is also an acknowledgement of limitations and need for future work.

Conclusion. Ultimately, this paper argues for a pedagogy of engagement that resists
both nostalgia and technological determinism, foregrounding human experience,
care, and community as essential elements of learning in a rapidly changing
educational environment.
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Introduction

Yes, I brought back the blue book. In many U.S. colleges and universities, especially in humanities
or social science courses, students are sometimes asked to complete in-class written exams using
a blue book, which it is simply a small booklet with a blue paper cover and lined pages inside. Before
the heavy reliance on digital workspaces, students used it to handwrite essays, reflections, or
responses during timed exams. The blue book format supports open-ended writing and for
students unfamiliar with this practice, it may seem unusual, but it’s just a blank, structured space
to organise your thoughts on paper.

In considering ways to adapt my teaching practice in the face of increasing Generative Al (GenAl)
use, I incorporated this tool into my classroom. Not as a nostalgic throwback or punitive measure
rather, I brought it back with purpose: as a tool of engagement in the classroom. Using the blue
book solely as a ‘corrective’ response to students using GenAl tools in their learning practice is
short-sighted. Instead, we should ‘bring it back’ by incorporating into a teaching practice that
supports student learning and engagement, and as a continued response to the lag in student
engagement post-COVID classroom.

In this paper, I describe some of these engagement practices in the context of an Informatics
undergraduate course that focuses on social justice-oriented topics. A secondary layer to this
context is that the course was primarily made up of junior and senior undergraduate students
whose final year of high school and early years of undergraduate studies coincided with the
COVID-pandemic and remote learning environments. Additionally, while not technical in scope,
these courses focus on the impacts of bias within information & technology, ethics, and systems
of oppression on society. The importance and weight of these topics in the classroom cannot be
underestimated or minimised in the training of Informatics students who join an increasingly
complex field and will be the ones to tackle many of the issues we face in an ever increasingly
digital society.

Furthermore, this reflection is shaped by my own experience as a pre-doctoral lecturer, still
learning how to teach and applying what I know while completing my doctoral training. I write
from a position familiar to many doctoral students and early career instructors, who must navigate
their own professional learning at the same time they are responsible for leading classrooms
through unprecedented change.

This redesigned undergraduate course on race, gender, and technology critically examined how
systems of power are embedded in digital infrastructures and sociotechnical design. Grounded in
feminist, decolonial, and critical information studies, the course invited students to analyse
technologies not as neutral tools, but as products of social, political, and historical conditions. The
course’s current form reflects an iterative pedagogical process informed by years of collaboration
with and learning from fellow instructors. I incorporated inclusive, analogue-based strategies such
as in-class journaling, student-led facilitation, and multimodal final projects to support deeper
engagement, creativity, and peer collaboration. These activities aim to address post-pandemic
learning dynamics and intentionally fostered a classroom environment rooted in care, access, and
critical reflection.

The goal of this paper is to offer reflection and push the conversation by asking what we can do as
educators in the face of these challenges and how we can adapt and integrate engaged practices.
While can be easy to place blame on students: ‘students don't engage’ or ‘students want the easy way
out’ students will use the tools that are at their disposal, especially on the heels of a pandemic that
completely transformed their learning environments during a formative time in their lives. This
moment in time challenges us to question, rethink, and transform our collective teaching practices
and move toward an engaged pedagogy that cannot be substituted or replaced by GenAl tools,
which are just that - tools. GenAl, no matter how much they are branded and marketed as
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‘assistants with a PhD’ these tools do not ‘have’ a PhD, and training datasets does not constitute
one. These tools don’t have thoughts, ideas, or experience and cannot replace the knowledge and
wisdom we have acquired in our training that has placed us in the privileged position to teach, and
it cannot replace the ability we have to build relationships and community within our classrooms.

Literature review

Efforts to design inclusive, participatory learning environments have long drawn from the
traditions of popular education, a pedagogical framework rooted in the work of Paulo Freire and
other critical theorists who centre learner agency, community engagement, and knowledge co-
creation (Freire 2005). Popular education challenges traditional power dynamics in the classroom,
treating students not as passive recipients but as active participants whose lived experiences shape
the learning process. These principles align closely with Universal Design for Learning (UDL),
which promotes flexible teaching strategies that accommodate diverse learning styles, abilities,
and cultural backgrounds (CAST, Inc n.d.; Ahmed 2024). In practice, UDL and popular education
inform a range of inclusive teaching approaches that emphasise access, agency, and
responsiveness to students' needs.

Leading feminist scholar, bell hooks, also offers us an approach to engaged scholarship and
teaching practice through prominent works such as Teaching to Transgress and Teaching Critical
Thinking, where she states,

When students are fully engaged, professors no longer assume the sole leadership
role in the classroom. Instead, the classroom functions more like a cooperative
where everyone contributes to make sure all resources are being used, to ensure the
optimal learning well-being of everyone. (Hooks 2009)

Furthermore, she emphasised that

To educate for freedom, then, we have to challenge and change the way everyone
thinks about pedagogical process. This is especially for students...Engaged pedagogy
establishes a mutual relationship between teacher and students that nurtures the
growth of both parties.(Hooks 2009, 2014)

While difficulties of adapting engaged practices and feminist approaches to teaching have been
documented (Webber 2006), it does not mean that we give up. Instead, as hooks and others note,
we take on the challenge of changing how we understand and enact teaching and learning for our
common good (Spencer 2015).

The urgency of engaged pedagogy intensified in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, which
profoundly disrupted educational norms and highlighted longstanding inequities in access to
technology, support services, and safe learning environments (Yukhymenko-Lescroart 2024; Chu
2022; Lungu and Lungu 2021). These challenges prompted educators to reassess not only their
tools and platforms but also the fundamental purpose and ethics of teaching in crisis contexts. This
shift has led to an increased focus on care-centered, trauma-informed pedagogies, as well as a
return to analogue, relational practices in some classrooms.

At the same time, the rapid emergence of GenAl tools, such as ChatGPT, has raised complex
questions about authorship, assessment, and academic integrity in post-pandemic education.
Some scholarship frames Al as an opportunity to reimagine learning through collaboration with
intelligent systems (Gimpel et al. 2025; Mollick and Mollick 2022), while others caution against
uncritical adoption due to concerns about algorithmic bias, surveillance, dehumanisation, and the
erosion of critical thinking skills (Williamson, B., Molnar, A., & Boninger, F. 2024; Bender 2024) For
instructors, this technological shift has prompted a re-evaluation of writing and assignment design
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to ensure students develop both ethical awareness and meaningful engagement with course
content.

There is rise in public discourse about GenAl and its impact on higher education and reveals several
recurring themes. As of November 2025, some pieces argue that incorporating low-tech
approaches is not a step backward but reasserting human knowledge and relationships, echoing
bell hooks’ emphasis and human-centered engagement (Good 2025; Mounk et al. 2025). Others
adopt a negative outlook, focusing on cheating and academic dishonesty. Some frame blue books
as punishment, rooted in the belief that students can'’t be trusted to avoid Al when asked (Teague
2025; Shirky 2025; Ropek 2025). Several describe handwritten reflections as outdated or old-
fashioned (Porter 2025; Cohen 2025), while others argue they are ineffective, slow progress, or
impede adaption to new technology (Sarofian-Butin 2025; Sturgill 2025). Still others portray
instructors who rely on handwriting as unprepared or resorting to last-ditch measures (Bereny
2025; Bernhold 2025).

To that end, the field of writing and learning studies has long emphasised writing as a process of
inquiry and reflection rather than product alone. Scholars argue that writing assignments should
encourage critical thinking, positionality, and metacognition (Hood 2010; Horbury and Edmonds
2021; Yancey 2009). In this context, the return to in-class, analogue forms of reflections such as
handwritten journals, can be seen as a response to both the limitations of digital processes and the
desire to support deeper engagement (Klimova 2015; M. Silva and Limongi 2019; Berezan, Krishen,
and Garcera 2023).

Finally, research on assignment design and assessment have increasingly centered flexibility,
creativity, and student agency. Multimodal final projects, collaborative presentations, and self-
assessments are frequently cited as ways to support inclusive learning outcomes(Hew 2015;
Grossman et al. 2019; Huston 2009) These approaches align with broader trends in critical
information literacy, which challenge students to interrogate not just content but the systems
through which knowledge is produced, accessed, and valued.

Teaching strategies and practices

Reflections: This format has two purposes: Superficially, we relate to a time when analogue
assignments ruled college courses. Akin to the scantron, and artifact of multiple-choice quizzes,
no.2 pencils, and standardised tests. It represents a time when we didn’t always have to guess if
the students actually did the writing. Popular discourse frames it as the natural antidote to GenAl,
but some of these stances are misguided, as there is no ‘undo’ button on this technology. As
educators in the information field, we must grapple with that reality, and it is our task to manage
and adapt.

Instead, the blue book offers an opportunity to enhance learning, engagement, and experiences. It
is a tool that helps students do what GenAl cannot, by providing experience in all its facets: feeling,
sensing, smelling, thinking, remembering, struggling, succeeding, etc. In short, GenAl cannot
experience, it does not feel the way humans do. It does not experience the feelings of frustration
in trying to compose your thoughts, and the feeling of satisfaction when you succeed in getting
your point across.

When I introduce this practice, I ask students if they used it before, and I explain how integral it
was to my own education. I then outline how we will use it in class and what I expect. Almost
immediately, a flurry of questions arises: Can I use my computer? Can I look at the readings again?
Can I go back and review my notes from the last lecture? What if I don’t have a pen or pencil? My
answers are typically ‘no and don’t worry, I have pencils to lend.’ I reframe the exercise by reminding
students that they will have a lifetime to be connected to their devices, but this is thirty minutes
of their day where they are not asked to use one. I emphasise that I am not interested in spelling,
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neat handwriting, or the ability to copy and paste quotes; I am interested in their thoughts and
ideas. I ask them to think of it as a conversation: if [ were to ask about a show they were watching
or a book they were reading, they would not stop and say, ‘wait, I need to check my computer.’
Instead, they would respond to the best of their recollection and continue the exchange, and that
is precisely the kind of engagement I am looking for.

I also point out that as an instructor [ genuinely enjoy reading their reflections, the paper in my
hand, and seeing the uniqueness in handwriting. It is a sensory experience for me as well, and I get
to understand their voice and writing style without a digital filter. This is a tangible example of
what hooks emphasises, the idea of shared learning, I too learn not just about the effectiveness of
strategy, but about my students as individuals.

These experiences go hand in hand with other components of this course that aim to help students
find meaning and engagement in what could otherwise feel like an intense and overwhelming
course given the topics we cover.

Student-led facilitation: This practice positions students as active contributors to the learning
environment by allowing them to lead class discussions or activities. It promotes deeper
engagement with course material, builds public speaking and collaboration skills, and supports
peer-to-peer learning. When rooted in inclusive design, student-led facilitation allows diverse
voices and interpretations to shape the conversation. It also helps redistribute power in the
classroom by recognising students as knowledge producers.

Diversifying reading lists refers to intentionally including authors across disciplines from
historically marginalised communities, including works by Black, Indigenous, Latinx, disabled,
queer, and women scholars, especially in fields traditionally dominated by white, male voices
(Harris et al. 2020). A diverse reading list not only broadens intellectual horizons but also affirms
the value of lived experiences and epistemologies that challenge dominant narratives in technology
and information science.

Annotations: This practice involves students marking up digital or printed texts with comments,
questions, and connections. This can be done individually or collaboratively, using tools like
Hypothes.is, and is often used to scaffold reading comprehension and engagement (Wolfe 2000).
Annotations democratise participation, especially for students less comfortable speaking in class,
and create a visible record of collective learning. They encourage students to slow down and reflect
critically, rather than passively consume texts.

Multimodal assignments: Finally, offering students choice in final assignment format, whether a
research paper, podcast, digital exhibit, game, video, or zine, supports varied interests, skill sets,
and ways of expressing their understanding. This practice aligns with Universal Design for
Learning (UDL) by acknowledging that students learn and communicate differently. It also invites
creativity and empowers students to connect course themes to their personal or professional
goals.

Future work and limitations

This paper focuses on the author’s own experience and teaching strategies. It does not speculate
on student experience or use student work as data. While this reflective approach offers insight
into pedagogical intentions and course design, it also presents limitations that can be addressed
with future work.

Future research should capture student perspectives and examine how doctoral students and early
career instructors develop their teaching practices under conditions shaped by GenAl and post-
pandemic learning environments. Another angle could be exploring the challenges faced by
seasoned instructors in adapting to changing technologies and incorporating engaged pedagogy.
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A participatory study could invite students to co-define research questions and evaluate their
learning experiences through voluntary reflections or collaborative focus groups. Such work could
deepen understanding of how analogue practices shape engagement, especially for students
navigating other challenges like digital fatigue, or structural barriers. Future research might also
explore intersections between analogue and digital learning environments, identifying when and
how non-digital tools foster deeper attention and connection, questions particularly urgent in
fields like Information Science, where access, equity, and ethics are central to both research and
teaching.

Conclusion

Yes, bring back the blue book! But not as a rewind button and a piece of nostalgia, nor resistance
for resistance’s sake, or worse as punishment. Bring it back through a pedagogy of engagement, as
an intentional practice of care, attention, and community. When paired with inclusive strategies
like student-led facilitation, diverse readings, and multimodal assignments, handwritten reflection
becomes more than a workaround to GenAl; it becomes a powerful pedagogical tool. As educators,
our challenge is not to compete with technology, but to create human-centered spaces where
learning still matters. As educators in the Information field, we have the privilege to teach the next
generation of information scholars, and we have the responsibility to adapt and grow and do what
GenAl tools cannot, and that is to be human and facilitate human experience.

As an educator in the early stages of my teaching career, the blue book was not only a tool for
student engagement, but also a tool for my own pedagogical growth. It reminded me that teaching
itself is a process of learning, especially in a time when GenAl and post-pandemic challenges
reshaped the classroom. It affirmed not to capitulate to GenAl tools by giving them more credit
than they are worth. While they are powerful tools, this is not about surviving another
technological advance or accepting that these technologies are here and there is nothing to be
done about it. Our students deserve more fight for their education, and the academic community
needs to value itself more than it values this singular piece of technology. We must resist the urge
to be complacent to a defeatist attitude, and we must not dismiss this as a student-centred issue,
instead we must meet the challenge and reflect on the changes we must make in our own practices
to help our students meet this moment.
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