Al Is Forcing Us to Rethink and Restructure Education

The rise of generative artificial intelligence is not just another technological shift—it
represents an existential challenge to the very foundation of our education system. As Ezra
Klein and Jessica Grose argue in their respective New York Times opinion articles, Al is
compelling educators, parents, and policymakers to confront the uncomfortable reality that
traditional models of learning, built around knowledge transmission and standardized
assessments, are becoming obsolete. To remain relevant and meaningful, education must be
restructured around human-centered skills, deeper engagement, and critical thinking—
areas where Al cannot substitute for genuine human development.

The Traditional Purpose of Education Is in Crisis

For decades, the implicit goal of education has been to prepare students for the workforce
by training them to acquire knowledge and perform tasks valued by the economy. But as
Ezra Klein points out, this transactional view of education—equating success with securing
a "good job"—relied on humans filling roles that often mirrored machines. Now that
machines can mimic and outperform humans in many of these cognitive tasks, from essay
writing to problem-solving, the fundamental “why” of education is being upended.

Klein emphasizes that Al's capacity to automate core academic tasks raises critical
questions: Why should students read a book when Al can summarize it? Why write an essay
when ChatGPT can generate a draft in seconds? These are not just questions of academic
integrity but of educational relevance. As Rebecca Winthrop notes in her conversation with
Klein, the purpose of education must shift towards helping students develop "flexible
competencies” to navigate a world of uncertainty, not merely preparing them to execute
predefined tasks.

Al's Impact on Critical Thinking and Trust in Education

Jessica Grose adds urgency to this argument by highlighting how AI’s uncritical integration
into K-12 education threatens students' capacity for critical thinking and erodes their trust
in the educational process. Grose recounts how middle schoolers already suspect Al is being
used to grade their papers, interpreting it as a sign of diminished care and attention from
educators. This perception, whether accurate or not, is corrosive. As Grose warns, “Even
seventh graders can see artificial intelligence is a lesser form of care and attention.”

Moreover, empirical evidence questions Al’s efficacy in fostering deep learning. Grose cites a
University of Pennsylvania study where students who studied with Al assistance performed
worse on exams without Al access compared to peers who used traditional study methods.
This suggests that while Al may offer short-term performance boosts, it undermines the
development of essential cognitive skills needed for independent critical thinking.

Engagement, Motivation, and Human-Centric Learning

Both articles converge on a central solution: education must prioritize student engagement



and motivation. Winthrop’s research identifies different modes of student engagement,
emphasizing the need to transition students from passive “passenger mode” to active
“explorer mode,” where curiosity and intrinsic motivation drive learning. Al's potential to
create frictionless, shortcut-laden learning experiences risks exacerbating disengagement,
as students bypass the cognitive struggle essential for developing critical thinking skills.

However, Klein and Winthrop also acknowledge Al's potential as a tool to support
differentiated instruction and relieve teachers of administrative burdens. The key is using Al
to augment, not replace, human educators. Personalized Al tutors could provide
individualized support, but only within structures that emphasize human relationships,
collaborative problem-solving, and experiential learning.

The Imperative for Structural Change

What emerges from these discussions is not a call to reject Al outright, but an urgent
demand to rethink how we structure schools and learning experiences. Grose critiques the
policy push for universal Al adoption in classrooms as a misguided response to economic
anxieties, noting that no one truly knows how Al will shape future jobs. Instead, she argues
for cautious, intentional integration, grounded in developmental science and educational

equity.

Public schools, in particular, must resist the fear of missing out (FOMO) and avoid hasty tech
adoption without clear pedagogical purposes. The focus should be on fostering “agency over
learning,” equipping students with the capacity to reflect, make meaning, and engage deeply
with content—skills that remain uniquely human.

Conclusion

Al is not merely a disruptive technology; it is a catalyst forcing a profound reevaluation of
education’s goals and methods. To prepare students for an Al-saturated future, we must
move beyond outdated models of knowledge transmission and embrace education as a
humanizing force that cultivates critical thinking, engagement, and meaningful human
connections. As Klein and Grose make clear, the question is not whether Al will change
education—it already is. The challenge is whether we can restructure education in ways
that preserve and enhance what makes us uniquely human.
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