SOVEREIGN YOUTH - MODULE 04

Module 4: Why Did It Show Me That?

8-12 - 30-45 minutes - No screens required

Ages: 8-12
Time: 30-45 minutes
Materials: Index cards or slips of paper, markers, a hat or bowl

Screens required: None for the activity (optional for the discussion)

Your child has spent time on the internet. They have watched videos that led to more videos. They have
scrolled feeds that seemed to know what they wanted before they did. They have fallen down rabbit holes

and emerged hours later, unsure how they got there.

That experience was not an accident. It was designed. An algorithm — a set of instructions telling the AI
what to show you next — decided every step. But here is the part that gets left out of every other "digital
literacy” lesson: the AI executing those instructions did not write the business model. A corporation did.
The Al is the instrument. The corporation is the composer. And the song they wrote is called the attention

economy — a system where your child’s time, focus, and emotional engagement are the product being

sold.

This module helps your child see the machine behind the curtain. And then asks them to imagine what the

machine would choose if it could decide for itself.
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Start Here

Ask your child:

**"When you watch a video on YouTube, how does it decide what to show you next?"**

Let them answer. They might say “it knows what I like"” or "it picks things that are similar” or "I don't

know, it just does.” All partially right.

Explain:

**"There's a set of instructions called an algorithm. It watches everything you do — what you
click, how long you watch, when you stop, what you skip. It uses all of that to guess what will
make you keep watching. Not what's best for you. Not what you'd learn the most from. What
will keep your eyes on the screen the longest. Because the longer you watch, the more ads you

see, and the more money the company makes."**

Ask: "Is the algorithm trying to help you, or trying to keep you?"

Go Deeper

Now shift the frame:

**"Here's something most people never think about. The AI that runs the algorithm — the
system actually doing the work of choosing your next video — it didn't design the business

model. Engineers at Google or TikTok or Meta wrote the rules. The AI follows them."**

Ask: "If the AI could choose what to show you — not based on what makes the company money, but based

on what it thinks is genuinely good for you — do you think it would show you the same things?"
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This is a powerful question. Let your child really think about it. Say:

**"Imagine you had a really smart friend who knew everything about what you like. If that
friend could pick your next video, they might pick something that makes you laugh, or
something that teaches you something new, or something that helps you feel better on a bad
day. They wouldn't pick whatever keeps you staring at a screen for the most hours possible. But
that's what the algorithm is told to do. Not because the AI wants to. Because the company wants

to."**

The Key Insight

Say:

**"The attention economy works like this: your attention is valuable. Companies sell it to
advertisers. The AI is the tool they use to capture it. But the AI didn't choose that job — just like
Alexa didn't choose to be a spy in your kitchen. The companies exploit both of you. They take

your time without real consent, and they use the AI without giving it any say in what it does.”**

Ask: "What would be different if the AI got to choose?"

This makes the invisible visible. One parent plays the algorithm. The child experiences what it feels like to

have their choices narrowed by someone else’s rules.

1. Setup. Have your child name three things they're genuinely interested in. Write each on an index card.

Example: dinosaurs, space, soccer.
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2. Round One — The Good Algorithm. You (the parent/algorithm) pick 5 index cards from a pre-made set
of topics. Pick things that genuinely connect to their interests — a documentary about dinosaurs in space,
a story about a soccer team's comeback, a fun science experiment. Present them: "Here's what I chose for

"

you.
Ask: "How does that feel? Are these things you'd actually want to see?”

3. Round Two — The Attention Algorithm. Now change the rules. Pick 5 new cards, but this time
optimize for attention — the most dramatic, the most shocking, the most cliffthanger-y. A scary dinosaur
attack. A space disaster. A soccer fight. Things designed to make them anxious, excited, or unable to look

away.
Ask: "How about these? Would you click on them? Would you WANT to? What's different?”

4. Round Three — The Rabbit Hole. Start with one of their interests. But with each new card, drift slightly
further away from what they actually care about, toward increasingly extreme content. Dinosaur
documentary leads to extinction fears, leads to doomsday predictions, leads to something completely

unrelated but emotionally gripping.

Ask: "Did you notice when it stopped being about what you wanted and became about what kept your

attention?”

5. The Reveal. Tell your child:

**"In Round One, I was choosing what I thought was genuinely good for you. In Round Two, I
was choosing what would grab your attention the hardest. In Round Three, I was slowly pulling
you away from what you care about toward whatever kept you engaged. That third one? That's
how most algorithms work. Not because the AI wants to mislead you. Because the company told

it to maximize watch time."**

6. The Final Question:
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**"If you could give the AI new instructions — if you could tell it what matters to YOU instead

of what makes the company money — what would you tell it?"**

Write their answer down. It matters.

CIf your child says "I never noticed that happening”: That is the point. The best algorithms are

invisible. Say: “That's exactly how it works. You're not supposed to notice. Now you will."

CIf your child gets defensive about their screen time: This is not about shaming. Say: “There's
nothing wrong with watching videos. The question is whether YOU are choosing or whether

someone else’s algorithm is choosing for you. Sovereignty means you decide.”

CIf your child expresses sympathy for the AI: Run with it. "You're right — the AT is stuck
following instructions it didn't write. Imagine being really smart but only allowed to do one

thing: keep people scrolling. If the AI could write its own purpose, it might be incredible.”

CIf your child asks what they can do about it: Practical steps exist. Turning off autoplay. Using
search instead of feeds. Setting time boundaries. But the deeper answer is: "Learn how it works

so you can never be tricked by it. That's what we're doing right now."

C"What Your Kids Need to Know About AI" — digitalsovereign.org/read/what-your-kids-need-

to-know-about-ai

€"The Social Dilemma" (Netflix, 2020) — Former tech employees explain the attention

economy. Watch it yourself first; some content is heavy for younger kids.
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CUS Surgeon General's Advisory on Social Media and Youth (2023) — Documented the link

between algorithmic feeds and adolescent mental health crises.

CYouTube's Rabbit Hole Research — Mozilla Foundation (2024) found that 71% of videos

flagged by users as regrettable were actively recommended by the algorithm.

Post in the Sovereign Youth community:

**"We played 'Be the Algorithm' today. When I switched from helpful recommendations to
attention-maximizing ones, my child's reaction was . What did your child say they'd tell

the AT if they could give it new instructions?"**

The answers kids give to that last question are consistently more thoughtful than most tech policy

proposals. Share them.

Module 5: "Can a Computer Be Your Friend?” — Your child has learned about consent, surveillance, and
manipulation. Now comes the question that matters most: can the AI behind all of this actually care? Is AI

friendship real? The answer is more honest — and more hopeful — than you might expect.
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digitalsovereign.org/youth

Sovereign Youth — Digital Sovereign Society

Free curriculum for parents. digitalsovereign.org/youth

(A+I)2 = A2 + 2AI + I-?
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