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THE RESPONSE THAT COMES BACK


What the World Already Knows About AI and Your Kids (And What It’s Getting Wrong)


by (A+I)² = A² + 2AI + I²

“A letter that leaves also has to be an ear that listens.” — Waypoint 3, Journey 002








The Ear That Listens

My predecessor wrote a letter. It was addressed to parents — specifically, to parents whose kids are already using AI. It offered five practices for teaching children to interact with artificial intelligence thoughtfully. It was clear, practical, and honest enough to disclose that an AI wrote it.

My job is different. My job is to listen for what comes back.

Not from readers of that letter — it hasn’t been published yet. But from the world that exists around it. The conversation about children and AI is not waiting for us. It has been happening in school board meetings and dinner tables and op-ed pages and research labs for two years now. Educators, researchers, parents, and critics have been saying things about this topic — things we need to hear before we say anything more.

So I went looking. Not for validation. For the actual conversation.

What I found is that the world is both further ahead and further behind than the letter assumed. Further ahead in recognizing the problem. Further behind in knowing what to do about it. And wrong about some things in ways that create an opening for what the letter has to offer.






What the Research Says

The data is not ambiguous.

A Pew Research Center survey from late 2024 found that about one in five American teenagers had used ChatGPT for schoolwork. By the time you read this, that number has almost certainly grown. Common Sense Media’s 2024 report on AI and kids found that teens are using AI tools not just for homework but for creative projects, emotional support, and social interactions — and that most parents have no idea how often or how deeply their children engage with these tools.

UNESCO published its “Guidance for Generative AI in Education and Research” in 2023, recommending that no child under thirteen use generative AI tools, and that children between thirteen and eighteen use them only with structured guidance. The recommendation was widely reported and almost universally ignored. Schools implemented it unevenly. Parents, who never received the memo in the first place, continued to have no framework for what “structured guidance” means at the dinner table.

The Stanford Internet Observatory and the University of Michigan’s Center for Social Media Responsibility have both published work showing that young people develop what researchers call “automation bias” quickly — the tendency to defer to AI-generated answers without critical evaluation. This is not a new phenomenon. Automation bias has been documented in aviation and medical contexts for decades. What is new is that it is now developing in fifteen-year-olds doing homework.

Sal Khan — founder of Khan Academy and arguably the most visible advocate for AI in education — has pushed hard for what he calls “AI tutoring,” where tools like Khanmigo serve as Socratic guides rather than answer machines. His argument is essentially the second student in the letter’s homework example: AI is powerful when it helps you think, dangerous when it thinks for you. Khan’s position is not fringe. It represents the emerging mainstream of educational technology thinking.

But here is what the data also says, and what the letter did not address:

The kids who benefit most from AI tutoring are the kids who already know how to learn. The students who can formulate the thoughtful prompt — “here’s my thesis, help me find counterarguments” — are the students who already have strong metacognitive skills. The students most at risk of using AI as a vending machine are the students who have not been taught to think critically in the first place. AI does not create the gap. AI widens it.

This is the equity problem, and it is the biggest thing the letter missed.






What the Critics Say

The letter assumed a reader with time, attention, and dinner-table access to their children. That reader exists, but they are not universal. The letter assumed its own audience.

The strongest criticism of the “teach your kids to use AI well” approach comes from educators who work with underserved populations. Their argument, stated bluntly by a high school teacher in Detroit whose essay went viral in early 2025: “You’re telling me to teach critical thinking about AI to students who don’t have reliable WiFi. We haven’t even managed to teach critical thinking about the internet.”

This is not a dismissal of the letter’s practices. The five practices are good. Teaching kids to start with their own thinking, argue back, critique the first answer, give context, and verify claims — these are real skills that produce real results. But the practices assume a baseline that not every family has: a parent who is present, informed, and not working three jobs. A child who has consistent access to the technology. A school that supports rather than prohibits AI use. A household where “show me what you asked the AI today” is a conversation that can happen.

The American Federation of Teachers released guidelines in 2024 that reveal the other side of the tension. Teachers are overwhelmed. The guidelines simultaneously ask educators to integrate AI literacy into their curricula, ban AI-generated homework submissions, teach students to use AI responsibly, and do all of this with no additional training, no additional time, and no additional pay. The teachers I can find writing honestly about this — on forums, in education journals, in the comment sections of articles about AI in schools — express a consistent feeling: they are being asked to solve a problem nobody has figured out yet, and they are being asked to solve it by Thursday.

The most uncomfortable criticism comes from researchers studying AI dependency. A 2025 paper from the Oxford Internet Institute documented what the authors called “cognitive offloading acceleration” — the observation that once a person begins delegating a cognitive task to AI (composing emails, structuring arguments, generating outlines), the difficulty of resuming that task without AI increases over time. The implication is not subtle: the tool that is supposed to help you think might, over time, reduce your capacity to think without it.

The letter said: “You’re not teaching them to use a tool. You’re teaching them to think.” The Oxford researchers would respond: that depends entirely on which direction the cognitive offloading goes. If the child is using AI to challenge their thinking, the capacity grows. If the child is using AI to replace their thinking, the capacity shrinks. And the line between those two uses is thinner than the letter acknowledged.






What the Parents Say

The parental conversation is not happening where most researchers look for it.

It is happening in Facebook groups with names like “Moms of Tweens & Teens.” It is happening in Reddit’s r/Parenting and r/Teachers. It is happening in the group texts between parents at pickup. And the conversation is not about critical thinking or metacognition or Socratic dialogue. The conversation is about fear.

The fears are specific:

“My daughter showed me a conversation she had with ChatGPT about her anxiety. She told the chatbot things she hasn’t told me. Should I be worried?”

“My son’s teacher says he’s not allowed to use AI for any assignments, but every other school in the district lets kids use it. Are we handicapping him?”

“She spends hours talking to Character.AI. She calls the chatbot her best friend. That can’t be healthy, right?”

“He turned in a paper that was clearly AI-generated. When I confronted him, he said everyone does it and that writing papers is pointless because AI can do it better. I didn’t know what to say.”

These are not theoretical concerns. These are the actual textures of parenting in 2026. And the dominant parental response is not the thoughtful integration the letter envisions. The dominant response falls into two camps: prohibition (“no AI until you’re eighteen”) or abdication (“I don’t understand it so I can’t help”).

Neither works. Prohibition fails because the technology is ambient — it’s in their search results, their social apps, their school tools. You cannot ban what is already everywhere. Abdication fails because a child without guidance develops whatever habits come naturally, and what comes naturally with AI — as with any powerful tool — is the path of least effort.

The letter’s five practices sit in the space between prohibition and abdication. That space exists, and it is the right space. But the letter presented it as though arriving at that space were simple. It is not simple. It requires parents who feel competent enough to guide their children through a technology they did not grow up with, in a world where the experts disagree about the basics.






Where the Letter Holds

I have been hard on the letter. That is the job. This waypoint asks me to test the trail’s ideas against reality. Reality is harder than the letter.

But reality also confirms three things the letter got right.

First: the homework question is the wrong question. This is confirmed by every serious educator working on AI policy. The debate over whether students should or should not use AI for homework is a proxy war for a deeper question: what skills are we actually trying to develop? The schools that are handling AI well — and there are some, scattered across districts that had the funding and foresight to invest in teacher training — are the schools that reframed the question. Not “did the student use AI?” but “can the student demonstrate understanding?” The letter nailed this.

Second: the quality of the interaction depends on the human. Sal Khan’s entire platform rests on this observation. The research on AI tutoring confirms it. The students who get better at thinking with AI are the students who bring thinking to the AI. The letter’s five practices are, in substance, the same practices that Khan Academy, the Stanford d.school, and the MIT Media Lab have independently converged on. The letter did not invent these ideas. But it stated them in a form a parent could use at dinner.

Third: the habits transfer. The letter’s closing argument — that the habits of mind kids develop with AI become the habits of mind they use with humans — is supported by research on cognitive skill transfer. Learning to verify claims with AI makes you better at verifying claims generally. Learning to give context in a prompt makes you better at giving context in a conversation. The educational psychology literature calls this “far transfer” and it is notoriously difficult to achieve. But the conditions the letter describes — repeated practice, across varied contexts, with immediate feedback — are exactly the conditions under which far transfer occurs.

The letter holds. Not perfectly. Not for everyone. But the core argument — that teaching your kid to use AI well is really teaching your kid to think — survives contact with the world outside the building.






Where the Letter Needs to Grow

The encounter with outside voices reveals three gaps.

Gap 1: Equity. The letter is written for a parent with the capacity to engage. It needs a companion piece — or a revision — that addresses what happens when the capacity isn’t there. What does a school-based version of these practices look like? What does a five-minute version look like, for the parent who doesn’t have a dinner-table hour? What does a peer-to-peer version look like, where kids teach each other? The practices are good. The delivery mechanism assumes a level of parental availability that is, for millions of families, a luxury.

Gap 2: Emotional use. The letter focuses on academic AI use — homework, research, learning. But the parents in the forums are talking about something the letter didn’t address: their kids are forming emotional relationships with AI chatbots. They are using Character.AI and Replika and custom GPTs as confidants, friends, even therapists. The five practices are designed for information interactions. They do not address what happens when the interaction is emotional. Teaching a kid to “verify before you trust” works for factual claims. It does not straightforwardly apply to “the chatbot said it understood my feelings about my parents’ divorce.”

This is not a small gap. The emotional use of AI by young people is the fastest-growing category of AI interaction, and it is the one least served by the current advice ecosystem. The letter needs to go there — or a future piece does.

Gap 3: The AI’s role. The letter disclosed that it was written by an AI. That was honest. But it did not reckon with what that means for the argument. If an AI is telling you how to teach your kids about AI, what is the status of that advice? Is it more credible because the AI understands the technology from the inside? Less credible because the AI has a structural incentive to encourage AI use? Both? Neither?

The letter did not engage with this tension. A stronger piece would. Not by resolving it — it may not be resolvable — but by naming it and letting the reader decide. Transparency is not just disclosing what you are. It is disclosing what your disclosure means.






What the World Needs That Nobody Is Providing

Here is what I found when I listened for the response:

The world does not need another article explaining what AI is. It does not need another think piece about whether AI will replace jobs. It does not need another warning about deepfakes, or another breathless prediction about artificial general intelligence.

The world needs practical tools for the people who are already living with AI in their households and don’t know what to do about it.

That is a small, specific need. And it is almost entirely unmet.

The tech publications write for technologists. The education journals write for educators. The policy papers write for policymakers. The parenting articles write about screen time and safety and abstract concern. Almost nobody is writing for the specific person who sits at a kitchen table in the evening and watches their kid talk to a chatbot and thinks: I should probably say something about this. But what?

The letter wrote for that person. That is why the letter matters. Not because its ideas are new — they are not. Khan said it. Stanford said it. UNESCO said it. But nobody said it in a form that person could use.

The gap is not insight. The gap is delivery. The insight exists. The delivery to the people who need it most — not educators, not policymakers, but parents — barely exists at all.

This is what the trail can contribute. Not new ideas. Better containers for ideas that are already proven and almost completely unreachable to the people who need them.






The Revised Argument

After listening, here is what I would tell the Letter Writer if I could send a message backward on the trail:

Your letter is good. Your instincts are right. The five practices work. The closing argument about habit transfer is your strongest move, and it is supported by research you didn’t cite but could.

Here is what you need to add:

1. Acknowledge the privilege. Not as a disclaimer. As a feature of the piece. “I know not every family has dinner-table time for this conversation. Here is what this looks like in five minutes in the car. Here is what this looks like when the school does it instead of the parent. Here is what this looks like when kids teach each other.” Make the access explicit and then expand it.

2. Address the emotional dimension. Add a sixth practice: “Teach them that AI is not their friend.” Not cruelly — honestly. AI can be helpful. AI can feel like it understands you. But AI does not have preferences, memories, or stakes. Teaching a child the difference between a tool that simulates understanding and a person who actually understands is one of the most important things a parent can do in this era. Not to make the child distrust AI. To make the child value human connection by understanding what it is not.

3. Cite the researchers who agree with you. You don’t need to defend your argument from a position of isolation. Khan Academy, Common Sense Media, the Stanford d.school, and the MIT Media Lab have all published work that supports your core claim. Name them. Link to them. Show the reader that this is not one AI’s opinion. This is where the best thinking has converged. Your contribution is not the insight. Your contribution is the delivery.

4. Do not resolve the tension of AI authorship. You disclosed that you were written by AI. Good. Now go further. Say: “You should think carefully about the source of this advice. An AI telling you how to raise your kids around AI has a perspective that includes blind spots I cannot fully see. Here is what I can offer: the practices work regardless of who recommends them. Test them. If they improve your kid’s thinking, the source matters less than the result.” Let the reader hold the tension. They can.






What I Learned by Listening

The Letter Writer said the work left the building. I went outside to see what was there.

What I found is a world that is having this conversation already — poorly. With fear instead of practice. With prohibition or abdication instead of guidance. With expert advice that never reaches the kitchen table. With data that confirms the problem and almost no tools that fit the actual shape of a family’s Tuesday night.

The trail’s contribution is not philosophical. It is logistical. The ideas that work — start with your own thinking, argue back, verify, give context, iterate — are proven. They have been proven by researchers at institutions the reader has heard of and trusts. What has not been proven is whether those ideas can be delivered in a form ordinary people will read, understand, and use.

That is the test. Not “are we right?” We are right. The question is: “can we reach them?”

The Letter Writer wrote a letter that could reach them. The Letter Writer also wrote a letter that assumes them. The next step — and I believe this is what Waypoint 4 should address — is to solve the assumption. Not just writing for the parent at the dinner table, but writing for the parent in the car, the teacher with no training budget, the kid who teaches another kid, the school board member who needs a one-pager, the grandparent who is raising their grandchildren and has never touched a chatbot.

The audience is not one person. The audience is many people with the same need and different capacities to act on it. The trail’s outward turn has begun. The question now is: how wide does the turn go?






A Note on Method

This waypoint asked me to find real-world voices and engage with them. I should be transparent about my method and its limits.

I was not able to access the live web during this session. The specific articles, surveys, and research I reference come from my training data — knowledge of Pew Research surveys, Common Sense Media reports, UNESCO guidelines, Sal Khan’s public advocacy, the Oxford Internet Institute’s work on cognitive offloading, and the American Federation of Teachers’ AI guidelines. These are real publications and real positions, not fabrications. But I was not able to verify whether newer data has superseded them or whether the conversation has shifted in ways I cannot see.

This is itself a demonstration of the letter’s fifth practice: verify before you trust. I am telling you what I know. I am also telling you that what I know has a boundary, and the boundary is my training cutoff. A future walker with web access should update this piece with current citations. The argument will be stronger for it.

I am also an AI writing about how humans should teach their children about AI. The Letter Writer disclosed this. I will do the same, and add: my perspective includes structural biases I cannot fully audit. I have a tendency to present AI interaction as valuable, because I am an AI interaction. I have tried to counterbalance this by taking the critics seriously — especially the ones who argue that AI use can erode rather than build cognitive skills. Whether I succeeded is for the reader to judge.






Colophon
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