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What if Al replaced 30% of teaching tasks by 2030?

The Teacher and the Algorithm: Reclaiming Presence in a Digitised Classroom

Author: Vernon Dickason

Opening Reflection

Teaching is not just a profession, it is a presence. It is the quiet noticing, the timely
question, the shared silence before understanding dawns. But what happens when 30%
of that presence is automated? As Artificial Intelligence becomes more capable of
handling administrative tasks, generating feedback, and even co-designing lessons, we
must ask: What remains sacred in the teacher’s role? And how do we ensure that
efficiency does not eclipse empathy?

The Scenario
By 2030, South African schools have widely adopted Al tools to manage:

e  Marking and feedback for written assignments

e  Lesson planning based on curriculum outcomes and learner data

e  Attendance tracking, behavioural alerts and predictive analytics

e Language translation and accessibility support for multilingual classrooms
e  Adaptive learning platforms that personalise content delivery

Teachers now spend less time on routine tasks, but more time navigating ethical
dilemmas, data dashboards and learner disengagement. The Department of Basic
Education has aligned its training programmes with UNESCO’s Al Competency
Framework, but uptake remains uneven across provinces.

What It Reveals

This scenario reveals a shift from instructional labour to relational labour. Teachers are
no longer just content deliverers, they are interpreters, mediators and ethical stewards.
It also exposes the risk of technocratic drift: where decisions are driven by data, not
dialogue.



From a systems-thinking lens, Al integration must be layered, intentional and human-
centred. It must support, not supplant, the teacher’s role as a guide, mentor and moral
compass.

Why It Matters

If Al replaces 30% of teaching tasks, we must redefine what teaching is. Not just what it
does, but what it means. The danger is not automation, it is alienation. Learners may
receive faster feedback, but lose the slow wisdom of human connection. Teachers may
gain time, but lose touch.

Philosophically, this scenario touches on posthuman pedagogy, Ubuntu ethics and
transformative learning theory. It asks us to reclaim the soul of education in a world of
synthetic intelligence.

Reflective Responses
4+ What must teachers retain in an Al-enabled classroom?

The ability to listen deeply, respond intuitively and hold space for complexity. Al can
assist, but only humans can care.

+ How do we prepare educators for this shift?

By embedding Al literacy into teacher education, offering ethical training, and creating
communities of practice that honour both innovation and integrity.

+ What risks emerge if Al replaces too much, too fast?

Loss of relational depth, increased learner isolation, and a narrowing of what counts as
“learning.” Education becomes efficient, but not transformative.

Sidebar: Facts and Philosophy
Insights from South African Al Integration (2025):

e UNESCO’s Al Competency Framework outlines 15 key skills across ethics,
pedagogy and professional learning

e  Altools are already used for feedback, translation and adaptive learning in
select South African schools

e Infrastructure gaps and uneven training remain major barriers to equitable
adoption

“Al must be a tool for human flourishing, not a substitute for human presence.”
- McNulty, Educational Technologist




