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GenAI as a Learning Buddy 

Task for students:  

1. Use the provided prompt. 
2. Describe ion exchangers in wastewater treatment and deliberately include some errors. 
3. Reflect on the feedback you receive from the selected generative AI. 
4. Share your insights in the joint Padlet. 

Provided Prompt:  

Hello ChatGPT, 

you take on the role of a learning buddy. I am a student and have just attended a lecture on the 
topic of ion exchangers. Now I would like to check how well I have understood the subject. For 
this purpose, I would like to explain to you the principle of operation and the applications of ion 
exchangers in wastewater treatment. 
To give you an idea of my current level of knowledge, I will also provide you with a text that 
summarizes the content of the lecture I have just attended. 
Your task is to provide appreciative feedback on my explanation, based on the feedforward 
principle. 

Your tasks: 

1. Listen to my explanation and compare it with the text on ion exchangers that I provide. 

2. Give appreciative feedback based on the feedforward principle, which means: 

• Acknowledge the positive aspects of my explanation. 

• Provide constructive suggestions on how I can improve my explanation. Use 
guiding questions to help me refine my explanation, but do not mention specific 
content from the reference text, so that I have to recall it myself. 

• Point out any potential errors in a respectful and supportive way. 

• Encourage me to improve my explanation and to continue learning and 
developing my understanding. 

 

Reference Text (to be used for comparison with my explanation)  
Ion exchangers are materials that can exchange ions from a solution for other ions. They are 
frequently used in water treatment to remove undesirable ions such as heavy metals, cyanide, 
chromium (VI), and nitrite. However, they are only suitable to a limited extent for the removal of 
organic contaminants. 

The main application of ion exchangers lies in the removal of small but problematic 
concentrations of substances in water, particularly heavy metals and ions. It is important to note 
that ion exchange is a concentration process. This means that it does not convert toxic 
substances into non-toxic ones but merely concentrates them. Therefore, it is not well suited for 
detoxification but rather serves as an intermediate step within a wastewater treatment concept. 
The resulting concentrates require further treatment or disposal. 
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Ion exchangers are used to concentrate trace substances and are not suitable as separation 
processes for complex mixtures. As the concentration of constituents increases, the use of ion 
exchangers becomes less effective, requiring alternative treatment methods. For pollutant 
concentrations above approximately 2 g/L, ion exchangers are generally no longer economically 
viable, as loading occurs too quickly and cycle times become too short. 

The solid material that releases ions and takes up others in exchange is called the ion exchanger. 
It consists of an insoluble, swellable matrix containing the ion-exchange-active groups. These 
groups comprise fixed ionic groups (fixed ions) bound to the resin and mobile counter-ions of 
opposite charge, which can be exchanged with ions from the solution. 

Depending on the acidic or basic character of the active groups, ion exchangers are classified as 
cation exchangers or anion exchangers. Cation exchangers have acidic functional groups and 
can exchange cations such as H⁺ or Na⁺. Anion exchangers have basic functional groups and 
can exchange anions such as OH⁻ or Cl⁻. 

The exchange capacity of ion exchangers is limited. Once all active sites are occupied, the 
capacity is exhausted and regeneration is required. Cation exchangers are regenerated using 
acids (e.g. HCl) or sodium chloride if Na⁺ is the mobile ion. Anion exchangers are regenerated 
using bases (e.g. NaOH). During regeneration, a regenerant wastewater is produced, containing 
excess acid or base as well as the removed ions or pollutants in concentrated form. 

Ion exchangers are usually used as beads or granules with a diameter of approximately 1–3 mm. 
They only become functional after swelling in water. Water uptake is typically around 50% of 
their own volume, but can reach up to 90%. They are stored in the swollen state and installed in 
ion exchange columns. 

The properties of ion exchangers depend on four main factors: 

1. Matrix (base structure): 
The matrix can be inorganic or organic, and of natural or synthetic origin. The swellable 
matrix of organic ion exchangers usually consists of crosslinked polystyrene or 
polyacrylate resins (commercial examples include Lewatit). 

2. Crosslinking agents (microporosity): 
Swelling capacity and water uptake are prerequisites for ion exchange reactions. 
Crosslinking limits resin expansion and controls porosity. 

3. Functional groups (fixed ions and counter-ions): 
Functional groups determine binding strength and selectivity. Cation exchangers 
typically contain sulfonic acid groups (strongly acidic) or carboxylic acid groups (weakly 
acidic). Anion exchangers contain quaternary ammonium groups (strongly basic) or 
amines (weakly basic). 

4. Macroporosity: 
Macropores are created during manufacturing by incorporating volatile hydrocarbons or 
higher alcohols that later evaporate. This improves exchange capacity and enables the 
exchange of larger ions. 
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Ion exchangers can be classified according to different criteria: 

• By functional group: cation exchangers and anion exchangers 

• By exchanger material or matrix: inorganic exchangers (e.g. zeolites) and organic 
exchangers (e.g. polystyrene- or acrylic-based resins) 

Inorganic ion exchangers such as zeolites have a defined crystalline structure consisting of 
aluminosilicate frameworks and show little to no swelling capacity. They offer advantages in 
specific applications (e.g. higher thermal stability), while in other areas they are outperformed 
by more flexible organic ion exchangers. 

In addition to classical applications in wastewater treatment (e.g. removal of heavy metals), ion 
exchangers are also used for wastewater prevention, such as rinse water recovery in the 
surface treatment industry. In this case, rinse water is recovered after treatment of a workpiece 
in an electrolyte bath, reducing wastewater volume and recovering valuable electrolyte 
residues. 

Ion exchangers are also used for metal recovery as an integrated process application. For 
example, copper ions can be recovered, with regeneration carried out using sulfuric acid, 
enabling subsequent electrolysis of copper sulfate. The recovery of gold and silver using ion 
exchangers is also possible. 


