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Research from Turkey and Taiwan, new Microsoft learning tools, K-12 policy
backlash, and higher-ed assessment debates all converged on the same point
this week: structured, auditable Al is gaining favor over open-ended answer
machines. The brief also tracks new outcome-based uses of Al in admissions
and workforce learning.

The big shift: structured AI is gaining ground over open
chat

Two recent K-12 studies point in opposite directions. In Turkey, plain Chat-
GPT access helped high school math students with homework and made them
feel they were learning more, but they underperformed classmates on tests be-
cause the system often supplied answers and reduced the mental effort learning
requires [1]. In Taipei, a five-month Python course using an Al tutor that as-
signed personalized problem sequences produced final exam scores 0.15 standard
deviations higher than a control group on an exam taken without AI help [1].
The lesson across both studies is that AI helps when it tailors practice and
pushes students to solve problems themselves, not when it solves the task for
them [1].

“To benefit from Al in learning you need to pivot from using Al to
solve problems, to pushing you to solve problems yourself.” [1]

That design logic is now showing up in products. Microsoft’s new Learning
Activities in Microsoft 365 centers on flashcards, fill-in-the-blanks, matching,
and self-quizzes rather than a blank chat box [2]. Educators can paste or upload
Word, PDF, and PowerPoint materials, generate activities with controls for
language, difficulty, hints, and images, preview them, edit them, and share



them by link or join code [2]. Students can retry missed items, see personal
summaries, and get instant feedback and answer explanations in self-quizzes
via Microsoft Forms [2]. Microsoft also said matching games have led to better
test performance in schools, though the demo described examples rather than
a broader study [2]. Access points include the Microsoft 365 app launcher, the
Teach module on m365.com, and Teams Classwork with Copilot, and the app
is now available globally in all languages [2].
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New Learning Activities in Microsoft 365 for Educators and Students (8:44)

Some of the strongest design advice now explicitly limits free-form AI. Alpha
School co-founder MacKenzie Price said the schools do not use a chatbot inter-
face for academics because students tend to copy questions into a bot and ask
for the answer [3]. Andrej Karpathy argued that educational AI works better
when a teacher-facing app creates an auditable course artifact and a separate
student app serves that course, keeping the system tied to a syllabus and project
progression instead of sending learners into an unconstrained chat [4]. Even in
coding, Tech & Learning’s description of “vibe coding” frames the learning as
the testing, questioning, fixing, and improving that happen after Al generates
a first version [5].

Guardrails are tightening, especially for younger learners

New York City Schools Chancellor Kamar Samuels said the system’s draft Al
guidance “missed the mark” and signaled stronger guardrails, including close


https://youtube.com/watch?v=2RaumL8SWg4&t=524

consideration of restrictions for children ages 3 to 5 [6]. He said feedback revealed
not simple fear but anger, distrust in institutions, and deep skepticism toward
security protections and edtech companies [6]. The caution is not abstract: Bank
Street College president Shael Polakow-Suransky described a Bronx classroom
where an AI math tutor helped students reach correct answers on fractions and
decimals while few showed conceptual understanding and the teacher spent time
troubleshooting technology instead of teaching [6].

At the national level, AFT President Randi Weingarten called for a unified
strategy that includes a ban on student-facing Al in elementary schools, a ban on
screens in preK through grade 2 classrooms, a new safety and privacy standard
for K-12 Al tools, and an independent research consortium on AI’s effects in
education [7]. She paired those limits with a push toward active, project-based,
and career-oriented learning, arguing that schools need to “harness the benefits
of technology while mitigating the harms” [7]. At the same time, she said
educators need enforceable guardrails and a say in how Al is used, even as the
union continues to support teacher Al training [7].

A related debate is shifting from “critical thinking” in the abstract to what
knowledge students need in order to judge AI output. Chalkbeat’s reporting
on AFT-backed teacher training found that prompt-writing and accuracy checks
were being emphasized, but the link between critical thinking and subject knowl-
edge was largely missing [8]. Daniel Willingham’s formulation remains a useful
corrective:

“Domain knowledge is a crucial driver of thinking skill. Critical
thinking for open-ended problems is enabled by extensive stores of
knowledge.” [8]

A more constructive version of this reset is showing up in computing education.
Eli Dvorkin argued that NYC needs a “CS4All 2.0” for the Al era, with less
emphasis on isolated coding electives and more emphasis on computational flu-
ency across the curriculum: helping students understand, question, and shape
technology, including when and how to use AI tools [9]. He pointed to CUNY’s
CITE program, which prepares future teachers to integrate computational think-

ing into pedagogy, including approaches that do not depend on more screen time
[9]-

Practitioner anecdotes help explain why these debates are intensifying. In
teacher forum posts, some K-12 educators said they are shifting more grades
to lockdown-browser quizzes, paper assignments, or handwritten essays because
projects and take-home work are becoming harder to assess meaningfully in an
Al-saturated environment [10, 11, 12, 13]. Others described students delaying
work so they could use Al at home or turning in what they called “Al generated
slop” on digital assignments [14, 15, 16, 17]. These are anecdotal reports, not
systemwide data, but they align with the policy backlash.



Higher ed is separating Al literacy from assessment in-
tegrity

In higher education, the debate is getting more specific. An EDUCAUSE survey
found that most faculty, instructional designers, and professional development
staff already use Al to create assessments, exam questions, and prompts, and
most believe students use Al on assessments too, but only 28% said that use is
always or often unauthorized [18]. Respondents wanted flexibility from institu-
tions: support for instructors who want to use Al and support for those who
do not [18]. They also reported sharp disagreements over practices such as Al-
assisted grading, pointing to a need for shared best practices and multi-pronged
support rather than a single policy memo [18].

The scale of the issue is clear in new faculty surveys. A College Board survey
of more than 3,000 faculty found 74% report students using Al to write essays
or papers, while 45% hold an overall negative view of Al in higher education
[19]. In separate AAC&U/Elon survey results cited in the same analysis, 95%
of faculty said Al will make students over-reliant on technology and 78% said
cheating has increased since AI became widely available [19]. Student use is
also outrunning faculty practice: one survey cited by Edtech Insiders found
92% of students versus 79% of faculty actively use AI, and 50% of students
want Al-assisted feedback while only 19% of faculty currently provide it [20].
Yet institution-wide strategy remains thin: EDUCAUSE found only 22% of
institutions have an institution-wide Al strategy, and the AAUP reported only
20% of colleges and universities have published a formal AT policy [19].

One practical recommendation gaining traction is to stop treating Al literacy
and assessment integrity as the same meeting. Mike Kentz argues institutions
should run separate working groups: one focused on teaching critical, metacog-
nitive Al use, and another focused on evaluating student thinking through port-
folios, process-based assessment, project-based learning, and conversation as
artifact [19]. His broader point is that AI exposed pre-existing weaknesses in
mass, standardized assessment rather than creating them from scratch [19].

The most actionable teaching advice in this week’s higher-ed coverage was to em-
phasize process over polished output. EDUCAUSE participants recommended
reflections, peer review, staged submissions, and asking students to interrogate
AT outputs rather than accept them, with the explicit goal of reintroducing
challenge and metacognition into assignments [21]. They also argued that hu-
manities skills such as critical thinking, curiosity, imagination, ethical judgment,
and communication matter because Al makes it more important to connect tech-
nical systems to human values and consequences [21].
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Beyond classrooms, Al strategy is being judged by learner
outcomes

Some of the more concrete Al deployments this week were outside day-to-day
instruction. Brandeis University launched Faye, an Al-powered tool that calcu-
lates the precise tuition price a student would pay based on personal academic
and financial information if admitted, bringing upfront price transparency to a
typically opaque admissions process [22].

In continuing education and workforce learning, The EvoLLLution argued that
buying Al chatbots or analytics tools may speed up workflows without improv-
ing completion or employment outcomes [23]. A stronger strategy uses real-time
labor-market data to update programs continuously, gives learners portable
competency records, and makes non-credit and credit pathways visible to stu-
dents, faculty, and employers [23]. Cuyahoga Community College’s ASCEND
initiative is piloting that model in nursing, STEM, and business by tying living
competency records to labor outcomes and choosing tools only after defining
student-readiness goals [23]. This matters because job postings requiring skills
such as Al collaboration and prompt fluency have surged 134% above 2020 levels,
and adult learners increasingly need personalized support paired with human
advising and coaching [24, 25].


https://youtube.com/watch?v=AnQGlDzaSAQ&t=1901

Across higher ed and lifelong learning, the same operating principle kept surfac-
ing: start with the outcome and the experience, not the model. EDUCAUSE
interviews with Cisco and Dell leaders stressed governance, training, trust, and
human-in-the-loop design, with Al treated as a co-pilot rather than an autopilot
[26, 27].

What This Means

For K-12 leaders: The strongest evidence and product signals both
favor AI that is tied to teacher-selected materials, constrained activities,
and visible student progress—not blank chat interfaces that make answer
extraction easy [1, 2, 4].

For early-childhood and elementary settings: Expect tighter limits
on student-facing Al and screen time. District and union leaders are now
openly discussing outright restrictions for the youngest learners [6, 7).
For higher ed: Treat “teach students to use AI well” and “assess student
thinking well” as different operational problems. Mixing them may slow
both [19].

For workforce and adult learning teams: Al is starting to be judged
against readiness, placement, and pathway clarity, not just internal effi-
ciency gains [23].

For edtech builders and investors: The market signal is moving to-
ward auditability, privacy, safety, and designs that reduce cognitive of-
floading while preserving teacher oversight [6, 7, 26, 27].

For learners and families: Al can support explanation and practice,
but using it in ways that let you “switch your brain off” remains the central
risk [1, 28].

Watch This Space

Al-native schooling beyond the campus: Alpha Anywhere says it
is now available worldwide, with high school access coming in the fall,
extending Alpha School’s Al-powered academic model to homeschoolers
and mobile families [29, 30]. The broader Alpha effort is also pushing
TimeBack software for schools and a free-to-learn video game that it says
will start shipping later this year [31].

Computational thinking without more screen time: The CS4All
reboot argument in NYC and programs like CUNY’s CITE suggest a
coming wave of Al-era computing education that is less about more devices
and more about judgment, pedagogy, and screen-light integration across
subjects [9].

New evaluation frameworks for AI in learning: Several sources
are pushing beyond “did the tool give the right answer?” toward deeper
measures such as understanding, question quality, evidence comparison,
collaboration, creativity, agency, wellbeing, and ethical competence [32,
28].



e Al as a creation tool for learners: “Vibe coding” is emerging as a

way for students and teachers to build small apps and learning tools by
describing ideas, then testing and debugging what AI produces. Karpathy
described kids using it as a potential “gateway drug to software develop-
ment” [5, 4].
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