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Abstract: The deep integration of artificial intelligence is reshaping the operational logic
of vocational education. While AI applications have significantly enhanced instructional
efficiency and the precision of resource allocation, they have also exposed a series of
structural problems, including the erosion of subjectivity, the narrowing of value
orientations, and imbalances in educational governance. Taking instrumental rationality
as its analytical thread, this paper systematically examines the internal tensions that
emerge in the process of Al-enabled vocational education. It argues that current
practices largely remain confined to the optimization of technical means, thereby
overlooking the value foundations of vocational education as a formative and
human-centered practice. From the perspective of Confucian ethics, the paper offers a
normative reflection on these tensions. The ethical concept of ren (benevolence) is

mobilized to address the risk of individual passivation under algorithmic governance; li
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(ritual propriety) is employed to clarify the normative boundaries of intelligent systems
in educational decision-making; and zhongyong (the doctrine of the mean) is invoked to
mediate the tension between efficiency-driven logic and the intrinsic purposes of
education. The paper contends that artificial intelligence should not be positioned
merely as an instrument for performance enhancement, but should instead be
transformed —under ethical regulation—into a value-oriented force that promotes
educational justice and personal development. In this way, the study seeks to move
beyond a purely instrumental rationality and proposes a Confucian ethics-based
reconstruction of the pathway for the intelligent transformation of vocational education,

offering a value-theoretical recalibration for its ongoing digital transition.
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