THE
FUTURE OF

EDUCATION
REPORT

00, _000_ _000_ _000 000, _000 “q
=t I R I EE g



http://www.futuredesignschool.com

future
design
school

Fufure Design School, named one of North America's most
innovative companies by Fast Company magazine, partners with
school and system leaders in more than 65 countries worldwide

to support effective and long term education fransformation.
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LETTER FROM OUR FOUNDER & CEO

The Era of Cognitive Self Defense

The ground beneath all of us is shifting.

Al is poised to reshape society at a

scale and speed we've rarely seen —
transforming how we work, communicate,
learn and even understand ourselves. As
automation accelerates and information
becomes infinitely more abundant (and
infinitely easier to fabricate), the skills
students need to navigate adulthood are
shifting just as quickly.

Schools must prepare young people not
only to use Al but fo live wisely in an Al
shaped world — to evaluate machine
generated claims, collaborate ethically with
digital systems and maintain the human
capacities that technology can't replicate;
judgment, empathy, adaptability and
creativity. If society is about fo be remade
by intelligent systems, then education’s
response must be equally tfransformative,
ensuring that students are not just passive
recipients of that future but thoughtful
shapers of it.

This moment isn't just another educational
trend; it's a turning point.

Critical thinking — something we have
aimed to develop in students for decades
— has become a form of cognitive self
defense. The ability to question, investigate
and reflect is no longer just academic
preparation; it is protection against
manipulation, polarization and overwhelm.

Teachers are already feeling the pressure.
Students are arriving with shorter attention
spans and a growing reluctance to participate
in sustained inquiry. Many educators describe
a kind of “information fatigue” in their
classrooms: kids who scroll endlessly but
struggle to tell when a source is trustworthy
or who dismiss credible information simply
because it contradicts something they heard
elsewhere.

If we want students to survive and thrive in an
era of Al generated anything, we must teach
them skills that no algorithm can automate:
discernment, perspective taking and reflective
judgment. These aren't abstract ideals — they
are the habits that allow young people to
make sense of the world, engage with others
and participate in a democratic society.

The challenges are new, but the opportunity is
enormous. Amid the noise, schools can be the
place where clarity is restored. Where truth is
pursued with rigor. Where thinking becomes
not just a task but a practice of intellectual
humility.

Because in a world where anyone can create
information, the real power lies with those
who know how to question it.

SARAH PREVETTE
Founder & CEO | Future Design School
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fion is fading.
Ina is fragile.
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N IS rare.

Be the first to read the not-yet-released book from Future

Design School

's CEO Sarah Prevette which focuses on:

- Rebuilding cognifive endurance.

- Normalizing productive struggle.

- Teaching strategies fo build critical thinking.

The future will belong to those who can sfay with the hard.

BE FIRST TO READ IT WHEN IT'S RELEASED

Sign up for early access:
https.//bit.ly/fds_book
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SECTION 01:

The Cognitive
Crisis

/> Education is facing a cognitive emergency.
Attention is collapsing, thinking is being
automated and too many students are
learning how to produce answers without
understanding them.

In a world of infinite distraction and instant
generation, the hardest — and most
endangered — skills are focus, judgment and
intellectual effort. If schools do not deliberately
infervene, we risk raising a generation fluent in
tools but increasingly fragile in thought.

www.futuredesignschool.com | 1-800-975-5631 | feam@futuredesignschool.com
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Attention Isn’'t Disappearing - It's Being Rewired.

Before we diagnose students,
we should examine the
conditions that shape them.

Young people are growing up
in a world of constant digital
stimuli: notifications, short form
video, rapid scrolling, endless
choice and algorithm driven
novelty.

These systems are not neutral.
They are engineered to capture
and monetize attention. They
reward fast switching over
sustained focus, emotional
intensity over nuance and
immediacy over reflection.

www.futuredes
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In cognitive terms, what's
being strengthened is the
brain's orienting response —
the reflex that says “Something
new is happening; look!” That
response evolved to help us
be adaptive in dangerous
environments. In digital
environments, it becomes a
permanent state.

The mind learns to expect
frequent novelty and begins
to experience slower

tasks — reading, writing,
problem solving, extended
conversation — as “boring” or
even uncomfortable.

But this doesn't mean
students can't focus at
all. Many can concentrate
intensely on gaming,
video editing, sports,
music, social connection
or creative projects.

The question for
education leaders
becomes: What
makes focus possible
in those contexts and
how do we bring
those conditions info
learning?

futuredesignschool.com
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The Hidden Drivers Behind Shortfened Attention

To lead effectively, we need to see attention as a system outcome, not an individual trait.

Here are five major issues currently converging in schools:

Today's learners are processing more
information than any generation
before them. And many classrooms
unintentionally add to the overload —
dense platforms, multiple systems,
frequent task switching and constant
transitions.

When the brain is overloaded, it does
not “try harder” - it begins to triage.
Attention narrows and executive
functioning declines. In these
conditions, students may appear
disengaged when in reality they are

cognitively saturated — unable to hold,

compare or evaluate information long
enough to make meaning from it.

Sustained attention is a muscle. If
learners are not regularly practicing
deep reading and extended thinking
- stamina decreases. Short texts and
quick tasks have their place but when
an entire learning diet becomes
‘snack sized” students lose their
capacity for intellectual endurance.

This has profound implications for
discernment. Deep reading is one of
the primary ways students learn to
track arguments, weigh evidence and
notice contradictions — all essential
in a world flooded with persuasive
but unreliable content.

Anxiety, uncertainty, trauma exposure
and chronic stress disrupt attention.
A dysregulated brain prioritizes
survival: scanning for threat, seeking
relief and avoiding discomfort.

This shows up as restlessness, avoidance,
irritability, conflict and an attitude of “l can't
do this." Students who appear inattentive
may, at a deeper level, be overwhelmed.

Sleep deprivation, irregular sleep
schedules and late night device use
weaken memory consolidation and
reduce cognitive stamina.

School leaders cannot solve sleep
alone but we can address the
conditions that worsen it — excessive
homework loads, always on digital
expectations and a culture that treats
fatigue as normal.

Many structures of schooling — 50 minute
periods, lecture heavy delivery, isolated
subjects and compliance based tasks —
were built for a world where attention was
less contested. When students are asked
to sit, absorb and wait - their brains resist.
Not because they are lazy but because
the environment is misaligned with how
attention is currently shaped.

www.futuredesignschool.com | 1-800-975-5631 | feam@futuredesignschool.com 11
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Why This Is a Leadership Problem
(Nof a Classroom Problem)

Teachers are carrying the weight of this crisis on
their own shoulders, often without the tools or
authority to redesign systemic conditions.

Asking teachers to "engage students more” while

maintaining packed curricula, rigid schedules and

high stakes accountability is like asking them to
build a bridge while the river keeps rising.

Education leaders must recognize attention as an
institutional priority and allocate resources, time
and professional learning accordingly.

sustained thinking and focus.

Three Myths That Get in the Way

Myth 1. “Students need more discipline.”

Structure matters. Boundaries matter. But punishment doesn't rebuild
attention. When students are dysregulated or habituated to fast
switching, shame and compliance tactics may suppress behavior
temporarily while actually increasing disengagement long term.

Myth 2: “If we remove devices, the problem is solved.”

Reducing distractions can help but attention struggles are deeper than
phones. Students can be distracted without screens. The goalisn't

to run a device free museum. It's to teach students how to manage
attention in the world they actually live in.

Myth 3: “This is just a phase.”

The attention economy is intensifying, not fading. If schools don't adapt,
learning will continue to erode — not because students aren't capable but
because the environment is no longer designed for deep engagement.

www.futuredesignschool.com | 1-800-975-5631 | feam@futuredesignschool.com

Attention is foundational to everything
else: literacy, numeracy, critical thinking,
belonging. behavior and equity. If students
cannot sustain focus long enough to learn
- every other initiative becomes fragile.

The strongest leaders are building schools
that treat attention as a teachable skill

and a design responsibility - inviting their
teams to intentionally co-create solutions
that engage students in practicing
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WHAT EDUCATION LEADERS CAN DO:

A Practical Guide

The response to shrinking attention spans is not “one program.’
It is a leadership stance combined with specific practices.

Make Attention an Explicit Learning Outcome

We actively teach literacy, numeracy and citizenship. We should also teach attention literacy:
the ability fo notice distraction, manage impulses, sustain effort and return to focus.

Leaders can begin by embedding attention goals into instructional priorities:

“Students will practice sustained “Students will learn metacognitive
reading for increasing intervals.” tools for resetting focus.”
“Students will develop strategies When attention becomes visible
to reduce cognitive overload.” - it becomes teachable.

Shift from Engagement as Entertainment to Engagement as Meaning

Students don't need constant stimulation; they need purpose. When students understand why
learning matters, their attention has somewhere to land.

Meaningful engagement supports discernment, where students are far more likely to question
information, wrestle with complexity and resist simplistic answers. This is when learning feels
consequential rather than performative.

Leaders can support meaningful engagement by promoting:

Authentic tasks with real audiences
The question is not

Inquiry and problem solving “How d K
ow do we make

Student choice within structure it fun?" but rather
Project based learning grounded in community needs “How do we make it
matter?”

Connection to identity, culture and lived experience
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Reduce Task Switching

Every time students switch tasks, they pay a “cognitive switching cost.” Many
classrooms unintentionally demand constant switching; different platforms, fragmented
instructions, multi step activities without clarity alongside frequent interruptions.

Reducing task switching doesn't just improve focus — it creates the cognitive space
required for reflection, evaluation and deliberate thought.

Leaders can support meaningful engagement by promoting:

Longer blocks for deep work Single platform simplicity when possible
Fewer transitions in a lesson Protected focus time (no announcements,
Clear, predictable routines no interruptions, no “quick check ins")

Build Stamina Through “Focus Training”

Stamina is built gradually - not demanded suddenly. Even small system changes —
like reducing interruptions during instructional blocks — can have significant impact.

Schools can introduce practices like:

Sustained Silent Reading with increasing time targets

Deep work blocks (20 - 30 minutes, then build up)

Attention reflections ("What distracted you? What helped you return?”)

Mindful transitions (one minute reset between activities)

Analog learning moments (writing by hand, reading print and labs without screens)

This is not about banning technology - it's about diversifying attention experiences. These
practices help students experience that sustained thinking is not only possible — it is satisfying.
That experience matters in a world optimized for speed rather than sense making.

ww.futuredesignschool.com | 1-800-975-5631 | team@futuredesignschool.com 15
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Create a Staff Culture of
“Cognitive Empathy”

Teachers are stressed too. Many adults
are also struggling with attention
fragmentation. If the message to staff is
‘just manage it" - burnout increases.

Leaders can strengthen culture by
naming the challenge without blame
and providing practical tools alongside
shared language. Protecting time for
collaboration and reducing initiative
overload also goes a long way.

Leaders can also model attention
practices in meetings by putting phones
away, sharing purposeful agendas and
cultivating protected thinking time. If
leaders want classrooms of deep focus
then leadership meetings must also
model deep focus.

Prioritize Regulation as a
Precondition for Learning

A dysregulated brain cannot engage
deeply. Leaders can support regulation
through trauma informed routines, calm
spaces and predictable schedules that
reduce chaos.

Strong advisory systems and explicit skill
development go a long way as does staff
training in co-regulation and restorative
approaches. Attention is closely tied to
emotional safety. Students focus better
when they feel safe, valued and capable.

Partner With Families Without Shaming Them

Families are overwhelmed by devices, too. Many are working multiple jobs, managing mental
health stress or struggling with boundaries themselves. When schools treat families as allies -

positive change is far more likely.

Instead of “screen time policing”, offer family
partnership that feels supportive. Some effective
measures we are seeing schools leverage include:

Hosting workshops on attention and sleep

Co-creating shared expectations
for device free routines

Providing guidance for building digital boundaries
Ongoing encouragement of reading at home

Consistent school messaging
about focus and wellbeing

www.futuredesignschool.com | 1-800-975-5631 | feam@futuredesignschool.com
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The Future of Learning Depends
on Reclaiming Attention

In a world where attention is
constantly being harvested,
the ability to focus is
becoming a superpower.

The ability to think deeply is becoming
a form of resistance. Schools should
be the places where students learn
not only facts and skills but also how
to reclaim their minds. Education
leaders have a choice: treat shrinking
attention spans as a behavioral
nuisance or treat it as a defining
educational challenge of our era.

The second option demands courage,
redesign and sustained commitment.
But it also offers enormous hope.
Because attention is not lost — it is
shaped. And what is shaped can be
reshaped. If schools become places
where students learn how to slow
down, concentrate, persist, read deeply
and make meaning, we won't just
improve test scores or behavior metrics.

We will help students build the inner
capacities they need to thrive in the
new attention economy. And that may
be one of the most important gifts
education can give.

www.futuredesignschool.com | 1-800-975-5631 | team@futuredesignschool.com
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When Machines Do the
Thinking: The Hidden Cost
of Cognitive Offloading

>> Not long ago, educators worried about
students copying homework from the
internet. Today, the challenge has evolved.

Students aren’t just copying answers — they're
outsourcing thinking itself. With a few prompts, Al
can generate essays, solve math problems, summarize
readings, propose lab conclusions and even create
discussion responses that sound thoughtful.

The work is polished, the vocabulary is sophisticated and
the formatting is often flawless. And in many cases, the

student has no idea what any of it actually means.

This is not simply a cheating crisis — it is a cognitive crisis.

www.futuredesignschool.com | 1-800-975-5631 | team@futuredesignschool.com
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We are entering an era where students
can complete school tasks without
developing the mental muscles those
tasks were designed to build.

When Al becomes the default engine for reading, writing,
reasoning, planning and problem solving - a troubling shift
occurs: students still produce, but they do not necessarily
learn. They deliver output but they do not gain depth. They
meet requirements but they do not develop capability.

And that should worry us — not because Al is evil
or because young people are lazy but because
education has always been about more than
delivering answers - it is about shaping minds.

www.futuredesignschool.com | 1-800-975-5631 | feam@futuredesignschool.com
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The Real Threat Isn't Al — It's Automaticity
Without Understanding

|
Let's be honest: Al can be

breathtakingly useful. It can help
students brainstorm ideas, clarify
instructions, translate language,

generate practice questions and >
model strong writing.

When students rely on Al for every difficult
cognitive step, they stop practicing the very
habits that make them educated humans:

Grappling with complexity
»  Sustained attention

It can also support accessibility and > Reasoning through ambiguity

equity, especially for students who »  Building arguments
struggle with language or confidence. »  Evaluating evidence
It can give educators powerful tools > Revising work through struggle

to design lessons, build resources
and personalize learning. But there
is a thin line between supporting
thinking and fully replacing it. > Developing judgment

»  Noticing contradictions

»  Forming original ideas

— In other words, Al can help students appear intelligent while simultaneously undermining
J their ability to actually become intelligent. We are not just at risk of producing students who
TTTTTT can't write without Al - we are at risk of producing students who can't think without it.

LI
TTTTTT
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Cognitive Offloading and the Decline of Critical Thinking

While the classroom experience is already raising alarm - research is beginning
to catch up with what many educators intuitively suspect: outsourcing thinking
can weaken the skills required to think independently.

A 2025 study by Michael Gerlich
at SBS Swiss Business School,
which surveyed 666 people,
found a significant negative
correlation between frequent
use of Al tools and critical
thinking performance.

The mechanism behind this decline is
often described as cognitive offloading
— the reliance on tools to do the
thinking, remembering and analyzing
for us. The more we outsource cognitive
effort, the less our brains exercise

the neural circuits necessary for
independent reasoning and reflection.

This phenomenon isn't entirely new.
Studies over the last decade have shown
that even non Al digital technologies —
smartphones, search engines, constant
internet access — change how we
remember, focus and reason.

Research on what's been called
the “digital expansion of the
mind” suggests that ready access
to information online alters
cognition — diminishing reliance
on memory and shifting us toward
shallow information processing.

A 2025 review of digital technology's
impact on cognition concluded that
aspects such as attention, memory,
decision making and critical thinking

are being altered - often with negative
consequences when use becomes heavy
or unreflective.

In the context of generative Al specifically,
a study of GenAl use among knowledge
workers found that higher trust in Al
correlates with reduced instances of self
reported critical thinking during tasks.
Another experimental investigation
(published in late 2025), involving narrow
Al support during problem solving and
verbal comprehension tasks, concluded
that while Al improved performance
speed and accuracy, it did not lead to
improvements in underlying cognitive
capacities over time — a sign of efficiency
without cognitive growth.

Taken together, these emerging findings
point to a concerning possibility: Al may
allow us to bypass the mental “workout”
that builds deep thinking, memory
consolidation and cognitive stamina —
especially when used habitually and
without reflective oversight. If that's

true for adults, then the implications for
developing minds are profound.

www.futuredesignschool.com | 1-800-975-5631 | feam@futuredesignschool.com 21
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The “Frictionless Thinking” Problem

Deep thinking requires friction.

It requires time, discomfort,
uncertainty and effort. It requires
what psychologists call ‘desirable
difficulties” — the mental strain
that strengthens learning. Al
removes that friction entirely.

Instead of wrestling with a complex

text, a student can ask for a summary.
Instead of organizing their own essay, a
student can ask for an outline. Instead of
building an argument, they can ask for a
counterargument and rebuttal. Instead
of planning a project, they can generate
a plan. Instead of revising their thinking,
they can ask their tool to regenerate.

The result is an educational version of fast
food: quick, easy, satisfying in the moment and
nutritionally thin. Students become used to the
feeling of immediate completion but education
is not meant to be immediate - it is meant to be
formative.

This is where we must name the central
dynamic: Al offers instant cognitive

relief — and students are increasingly
choosing relief over growth.

And we can't blame them. If school is organized
around compliance, grades, speed and
performance - students will naturally choose
the easiest path to "success.” Al is simply the
most efficient shortcut ever invented.

www.futuredesignschool.com | 1-800-975-5631 | feam@futuredesignschool.com
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Students Stop Experiencing Their Own Thinking

When students use Al to write, solve or interpret - they lose something invisible but
essential: the internal experience of constructing meaning.

Consider what happens when a student actually writes an essay without Al:

They experience confusion They test a thesis.
or uncertainty.

They read a prompt. They search for ideas.

They build structure.

They revise and
refine language.

They discover what they think They choose
through the act of writing. evidence.

That process is the education — the essay is
simply the artefact from the learning.

Now consider what happens when a student uses Al:

The artefact exists but the
cognitive journey does not.

They paste They receive a They
the prompt. coherent essay. submit it.

Over time, students can become strangers to their own thinking. They develop less patience for
complexity, less tolerance for uncertainty and less confidence in their capacity to generate ideas.

This is not hypothetical; many educators are already noticing it. We have heard from educators that they
see ongoing instances of students who struggle to explain what “their” essay means or don't remember
what they wrote. They become anxious when asked to do raw thinking in real time and are unable to
defend claims when questioned. We may be inadvertently creating a generation that becomes highly
fluent in producing outputs but deeply underdeveloped in forming true understanding.
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Moving From "Al Policing”
to “Thinking Design”

Banning Al might feel satisfying but it is largely unworkable and often counterproductive.

Students can access tools anywhere. Detection tools are unreliable and prohibition doesn’t
teach discernment — it teaches concealment. Instead, schools must shift from Al policing to
learning redesign. We need to make moves that protect thinking while embracing reality.

>> See some of the approaches we are actively encouraging below:

MAKE THINKING VISIBLE

We must assess not just final products but the process of thinking. If students know their
thinking will be seen, they will be more likely to do it.

Examples:

» Require handwritten or in class planning

» Include oral defenses (“Tell me what you meant here.”)

»  Add reflection questions Al can’t answer without personal experience
(“Where did you struggle and why?")

» Demand evidence of iteration: drafts, annotations, revision notes
» Grade reasoning, not just results

BUILD “Al RESISTANT” ASSESSMENT WITHOUT MAKING SCHOOL MISERABLE

Some tasks remain vulnerable to Al. That's fine — we can
redesign them. Al resistant does not mean “harder” — it means
“more human.” If students know their thinking will be seen, they
will be more likely to do it.

Examples:

» Connect assignments to local » Emphasize analysis of
contexts and lived experience class specific texts and

» Use real time problem learning experiences

solving and discussion
g » Create performance tasks

» Require original data collection, and authentic products
interviews or observation

www.futuredesignschool.com | 1-800-975-5631 | feam@futuredesignschool.com
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TEACH Al WITH INTENTION, NOT DEFERENCE

Al should be a supplement — not a substitute — for thinking.
Students need to learn when Al is appropriate and when it is
actively harmful to their learning.

This means deliberately preserving human led cognitive work:

» Manual reasoning » Argument construction
» Debate and analysis » Metacognitive
» Memory practice reflection

FOSTER A CULTURE OF QUESTIONING

This strengthens reasoning, judgment and intellectual
independence — the very skills Al threatens to weaken.

We must teach students to interrogate Al outputs:

»  Who wrote it? »  What might be biased

» What evidence supports it? or oversimplified?

»  What's missing? » How would | verify this?

» What assumptions »  What would a credible
are being made? source say?

BALANCE EFFICIENCY WITH COGNITIVE RESILIENCE

Al can automate routine tasks. But core cognitive tasks — problem solving, writing, critical
synthesis — must remain human led if students are to develop mental stamina.

Educators should intentionally build “slow thinking” experiences and
leverage things like case studies and project based learning — especially
tasks that require wrestling with complexity over time. Having students
do deep reading, extended writing and engage in Socratic questioning
can all help build effective neural pathways for critical thinking.

The reality is that deep thinking often arises from struggle. If Al
removes that struggle entirely, we risk losing the cognitive resilience
that underpins creativity, critical inquiry and in depth understanding.
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THE BIGGER RISK:

A Generation That
Stops Believing
They Can Think

Ultimately, the cognitive
crisis is not just about skills
— it's about identity.

If students grow up believing
that "Al can do this better than
| can” then we are not simply
losing academic development
— we are losing human
development.

Education should cultivate
inner capacity. It should build
minds that can reason, discern,
create and judge. Al can
amplify those capacities when
used well. But if we allow Al to
replace them, we are building
dependence, fragility and
intellectual passivity.

The Moment We're In

Al promises speed, convenience and efficiency.
It can streamline workflows, summarize
information and democratize access to support.
But convenience comes at a cost — and if left
unchecked - that cost may be our collective
capacity for deep thought, sustained reasoning,
creativity, memory and independent judgment.

For individuals, that cost is a dulled inner life —

a narrowing of mental habits and a shallower
engagement with ideas. For society, it may mean
fewer people capable of deep understanding,
critical decision making and creative innovation.

Education cannot treat Al as just another tool. Schools
must lead the effort to preserve and cultivate human
cognition. In this way, education becomes a bulwark
— not only against misinformation or intellectual
deception but against cognitive stagnation in society.

If we cede all thinking to machines, we risk raising
a generation with powerful tools but atrophied
minds. The most important skill students can
develop in the age of Al is not how to generate.
It's how to judge, how to question, how to reason,
how to reflect and how to think deeply — on
purpose. And that is still profoundly teachable.
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THE FOUNDATION:

Promoting Digital &
Cognitive Liferacy

Students now grow up with tools that can summarize,
analyze, generate ideas and automate tasks in seconds.

At the same time, many are navigating unprecedented challenges:
shortened attention spans, increased cognitive overload and
difficulty sustaining focus in an always on digital world.

To prepare young people for this reality,
schools must help them build two
essential literacies:

Students cannot use Al wisely if they
cannot regulate their own thinking.
And they cannot develop strong

Cognitive Literacy — understanding how
their brains work and how to strengthen core
mental functions like attention, memory,

focus and executive functioning. cognitive habits if they outsource
too much of their mental work to

technology. Together, cognitive and
Al literacy form the foundation for

Al Literacy — understanding how Al systems
work, what their limitations are, how to use
them responsibly and how to remain the

decision-maker in the human-Al partnership. future ready learners.
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What Is Literacy?

Cognitive literacy is students’ ability to
understand, monitor and develop their
own mental processes. Instead of seeing
thinking as something that “just happens,”
students learn that their cognitive abilities
are trainable, just like muscles.

COGNITIVE LITERACY HELPS
STUDENTS UNDERSTAND:

How attention works — how to What s Li‘l‘erqcy?
sustain it, protect it and recover it

How working memory functions — Al literacy means understanding
and how to strengthen it through what Al is, how it works and how
practice to use it responsibly.

How executive functioning guides
behavior — planning, organization,
initiation and self regulation

STUDENTS NEED TO LEARN:

What types of tasks Al is good at
How focus is built — through .
repetition, reduced distraction and YVhy Al, makef mistakes or
deliberate habits hallucinates

How stress and multitasking affect How bias enters Al systems

thinking - focus and decision making When Al can support learning

How to use metacognition —

. o When human judgment is essential
noticing how they learn and adjusting

strategies when stuck How to evaluate Al outputs with a
critical eye

This is not an abstract skill set. Cognitive Ethical considerations: privacy,
literacy teaches students exactly what to fairness, consent, plagiarism
do to get smarter, stay focused and build
mental stamina. It equips them to become Al literacy enables students to
active agents in their own learning, rather collaborate thoughtfully with Al, rather
than feeling overwhelmed or scattered in a than passively consume whatever it
high speed world. produces.
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Why Cognitive and Al Literacy
Must Be Taught

These two literacies reinforce each other. Al can
extend human thinking. Cognitive literacy ensures
there is strong human thinking to extend.

When students understand attention, working
memory, and executive functioning, they can:

Use Al as a tool rather than a shortcut

Know when to stop, think and process
information themselves

Avoid cognitive atrophy by practicing
mental skills instead of outsourcing them

Recognize when Al is overwhelming or
distracting them

Stay in control of the thinking process

When students understand Al's limits
and risks, they are less likely to:

Offload too much cognitive effort
Accept Al responses uncritically

Lose opportunities to exercise judgment,
focus, memory, and reasoning

Together, they prepare students
for a future where humans and
machines think side by side.

www.futuredesignschool.com | 1-800-975-5631 | feam@futuredesignschool.com
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How Schools Can Build

Cognitive and Al Literacy

Teach Students How
Their Work

This turns learning into a
practice — not a mystery.

Build
Into
Daily Routines

These are the mental management
skills Al can't provide.

Use Al Thoughtfully
to Not

Students benefit from learning the neuroscience of:

Attention fatigue
The myth of multitasking

Working memory limits

Teach and practice:

Breaking large tasks info
smaller steps

Planning and prioritizing
Self monitoring progress

Examples:

How repetition strengthens
neural pathways

How sleep, stress and
distraction affect thinking

Using checklists or
time blocking
Reflecting on habits
and adjusting them

Replace, Thinking

Al becomes a partner in
thinking, not the thinker.

Teach Students
How to

Students learn that Al is
helpful — buf fallible.

ww.futuredes

Students draft an essay before asking Al for feedback
Students compare their own solutions to Al-generated ones
Students ask Al fo challenge their ideas, not supply them

Build routines where students:

Track errors or
missing confext

Compare outputs
across models

Detect bias Cross check with

Ask for sources human reasoning

gnschool.com | 1-800-975-5631 | feam@futuredesignschool.com


http://www.futuredesignschool.com

The Future of Education Report 2026/27

for Deep, Unassisted Thinking

These experiences build neural architecture no machine can replicate.

Even with Al available, students still need:

Silent reading Memory and retrieval practice
Long form writing Slow thinking and deliberation
Complex problem solving Projects requiring persistence and focus

Preparing Students for a World That Requires

Cognitive literacy builds a strong, steady mind. Al literacy builds a smart, safe, strategic
relationship with emerging tools. Students will need both to thrive.

The future will reward students who can:

Manage their attention Use Al responsibly and strategically

Control their impulses Adapt with flexibility

Remember and apply knowledge Think critically and independently

Regulate their own thinking Combine human insight with machine capability

The Real Task of Education

Our job is not to prevent students from Al may change everything about how we

using Al—it is to ensure they use it without access information but it cannot replace the

undermining their own cognitive development. uniquely human abilities that cognition makes
possible; judgment, empathy, creativity,

We must help them: ethical reasoning and meaning-making.

Understand their brains
By building cognitive literacy and Al literacy

together, we prepare students not just for the
Remain the authors of their own thinking future — we prepare them to shape it.

Strengthen their mental habits

Future Design School partners with schools and districts worldwide to build student
cognitive strength while integrating Al thoughtfully and responsibly. We support educators
in creating routines, assessments and learning environments that protect deep thinking and
develop wise Al use. Email us to learn more: team@futuredesignschool.com
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SECTION 02:

The Human
Advantage

—

The answer to the cognitive crisis is

not to compete with machines but to
reclaim what makes us human. In an
age of automation, education must
unapologetically prioritize empathy over
efficiency, creativity over replication and
judgment over generation.

These capacities are forged through deep
thinking, prolonged focus and the ability to stay
with uncertainty rather than escape it. Cognitive
resilience — the strength to concenfrate, adapt
and think independently — must become a
central design principle of learning.

The future will not be shaped by those who can
access answers fastest but by those who can
think most deeply, feel most fully and adapt
most wisely. This is the work education must
now commit fo.
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The Skills Kids Need for the Future;

Judgment, Empathy,
Adaptability, Creativity

The world our students will
inherit is more interconnected,
more unpredictable and

more cognitively demanding
than anything previous
generations faced.

The question facing schools
today isn't simply what
students should know —
it's who they must become
to navigate a future full of
complexity and change.

Across research, industry forecasts and educational
psychology, four core human abilities rise to the top:
judgment, empathy, adaptability and creativity.

But these abilities don't develop in isolation. They

depend on deeper, foundational thinking habits — a term
Future Design School has coined as Constructive Doubt.
Together, these skills form the cognitive and emotional
toolkit kids need not only to adapt to change but to lead it.

CONSTRUCTIVE DOUBT: The discipline of pausing,
questioning and examining before believing or reacting.
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Judgment:
The Ability to Make Wise Decisions

In a landscape safturated with information — some true, some misleading,
some infentionally manipulative — kids need more than knowledge. They
need good judgment: the ability fo evaluate claims, weigh evidence and
make thoughtful choices.

Judgment is powered by discernment,
which helps students differentiate signal
from noise, fact from assumption and

expertise from influence. If's a major part Judgmenf in Action —
of Constructive Doubt — the discipline “Should Our City Ban TikTok
of pausing before accepting the first on School W Fi?"

answer that feels right.

When students learn to question

sources, test assumptions and An 8th - 10th grade class is studying
consider alternatives, they become digital cifizenship, media liferacy or
better thinkers and more responsible persuasive wrifing. The principal has

asked for student input on whether
TikTok (or another social app) should be
blocked on school WiFi during the day.

citizens. In a world where Al can
generafe any answer instantly,
good judgment may be the most
essential human skill of all.

Should our school board ban TikTok on
school WiFi? Why or why not?

Here's a classroom ready At first, many students have fast
example that shows what opinions: "Yes, it's distracting.” “No,
judgment looks like in action that's unfair” "It doesn't matter,

— and how educators can people use data anyway.”

deliberately teach it. This is the perfect moment to teach

judgment, because the issue is
emotionally charged, widely debated
and full of misinformation.
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Present Competing “Evidence”

Students receive four short “evidence” sources (1 paragraph each). Some are credible, some
are persuasive but weak and one is intentionally misleading.

Source A: News summary
| ' i A reputable news outlet reports
that some school boards have

restricted TikTok due tfo concerns
about distraction and privacy.

ﬂ Q Source C: Research excerpt

A brief excerpt from a study or
government report abouf teen
aftention, algorithmic platforms
and privacy risks, with caufious
language and evidence.

Teach a Judgment Routine

e-ig\v Source B: Viral social media post

@_
=)

A screenshoft that says: “TikTok records
everything you say even when your phone
is off. It sells your personal information to
criminals. That's why schools must ban it

Source D: Student survey data
Q A simple school created survey:
62% of students use TikTok daily
48% say it distracts them during class
29% say it helps them learn things

71% say a ban won't change usage
because they'll use data

Before students form an opinion, the teacher introduces a simple judgment protocol:

Stop—Check—Decide

STOP: CHECK: DECIDE:
Pause before Evaluate the claim Choose a position based
reacting and evidence on reasoning, not impulse

Students then use a “Judgment Checklist” for each source:

\¥ho created this?
W¥hat's the evidence?

What's the purpose? (inform,
persuade, scare, sell, influence?)

What's missing?

How confident should | be?
(high / medium / low)

What would | need to verify this?
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STEP 3:
Students Practice Discernment

Students work in groups and label each source as:
N RELIABLE
@ (strong evidence, credible origin)
(%@ QUESTIONABLE
(some value, but need verification)
MISLEADING
&= (emotion-based, unsupported, manipulative)

They quickly notice:

* Source B uses fear language (“criminals,”
“‘records everything”) but gives no evidence.

e Source C uses cautious wording and cites evidence.

e Source D is local and relevant, but limited.
e Source Ais credible but still needs details.

At this point the teacher asks:

* “Which source felt most convincing
at first — and why?”

* “What makes something feel
convincing even when it's weak?"

O

This is where judgment
becomes visible:

students learn that
persuasion = fruth.
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“Make a Wise Decision” Task

Students must now creafe a recommendation for the school board. But there's a fwist:

Students must include: EXAMPLE SENTENCE STEMS;
Their decision (ban / partial ‘I trusted Source C more because..”
restrictions / no ban)
Evidence used (af least 2 credible ‘Source B was persuasive, but | lowered
sources) my confidence because..”
A counterargument (what a .
reasonable opponent would say) ‘One assumption | had to test was..”

A judgment statement explaining how

they evaluated sources “This decision has trade offs, including..”

What a Strong Student Response Looks Like

‘| recommend partial restrictions during class tfime, not a full ban. Source C shows
that algorithm based apps can negatively affect attention but Source D suggests
banning WiFi won't stop usage. Source B was alarming but it didn't provide evidence
and used fear language, so | consider it unreliable. The strongest evidence suggests
we should focus on boundaries and digital responsibility - not just blocking access.
A counterargument is that any access encourages distraction, but | think the better
solution is teaching students effective self management.”

This response isn't just an opinion — it's judgment.

This task teaches students how to:

Pause before believing the most emotional claim
Evaluate credibility and evidence

Notice manipulation tactics

Weigh trade-offs and unintended consequences
Make decisions under uncertainty

Articulate how they reached a conclusion

In other words, it teaches them the human skill Al
can't provide: wisdom in context.
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Empathy:

Understanding People in a Rapidly Changing World

As society becomes more diverse and
interconnected, empathy — the ability
to understand others' experiences,

motivations and perspectives — becomes

even more of a social necessity.

But empathy isn't simply an emotional trait; it is

also a cognitive one, grounded in perspective
taking. The ability to step outside one's own

viewpoint is what allows students to collaborate,

resolve conflict, communicate effectively and
build relationships across differences.

In an age of digital echo chambers,
empathy is also a form of intellectual
courage. It asks students to see beyond
their own experience, to acknowledge
uncertainty and to hold multiple truths in
mind at once.

Teaching students to listen deeply, to
understand cultural and emotional contexts
and to seek out differing viewpoints helps
them become not only kinder people but
more sophisticated thinkers.
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Teaching Perspective Taking in Middle School

Imagine a 7th or 8th grade class
discussing a real community issue: the city
has announced plans to build a shelter
and supportive housing site on an empty
lot near a residential neighborhood.

The proposal includes mental health services,
job support and security. At a town hall meeting,
emotions run high. Some residents argue

that the city must help people experiencing
homelessness. Others insist the plan will make
the neighborhood less safe and increase traffic.
The debate quickly becomes personal. Someone
says, ‘If you oppose this, you don't care about
human beings.” Another responds, ‘If you support
this, you don't care about our families.”

This is exactly the kind of moment where
students need perspective taking — not to
eliminate disagreement but to bring wisdom to
it. Rather than allowing the class to polarize into
“for” or "against” the teacher introduces a simple
protocol that trains cognitive empathy: the
ability to step outside one's own viewpoint and
understand what else might be true.

The teacher begins with a pause: “Before we
argue, we're going to practice perspective taking.
We can disagree but we need to understand first."

A student writing from the viewpoint
of a nearby resident might say:

‘What matters most is keeping my family safe.
A fear | have is that there won't be enough
security. A hope | have is that the city has a
clear plan and listens to us. | need reassurance
and real information. My question is: what
safety measures are actually included?”

Students take 20 seconds of silent writing

to hame their first reaction and the emotion
behind it — anger, fear, frustration, hope.
This short pause matters. It prevents instant
‘hot takes” and signals that this conversation
requires thought - not speed.

Next, the teacher asks students to name
the stakeholders — not just “people who
support” and “people who oppose” but the
nuanced groups whose lives are affected.

Students list: people experiencing
homelessness, nearby residents, city
leaders, local business owners and even
social workers or community safety teams.
This step expands the conversation beyond
two sides and helps students see the
complexity.

Then students choose one stakeholder
and complete a short “perspective frame"
in three to five sentences:

A fear they might have is..

A hope they might have is..

A need they might have is..

A question they might ask is..
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At this point, the teacher introduces the skill that makes
perspective taking more than sympathy: discernment.

Students practice separating facts from assumptions by labeling
statements as Fact, Assumption or Need More Information.

For example, “Supportive housing will increase crime” is often an assumption
that requires evidence. "People deserve safe housing” is a value statement.
“The city has no other options” may be something we need more information
to verify. This teaches students that strong perspective taking is not about
agreeing — it is about thinking carefully and resisting easy narratives.

To deepen the practi'ce, students This is the moment where students begin
are Challenged to write twq truths shifting from “either/or" thinking toward
that can exist at the same time: “both/and" thinking — one of the most

powerful outcomes of perspective taking.
Finally, students are asked to build a “bridge
solution"—a proposal that tries to meet
multiple needs at once.

‘One truth is that people experiencing
homelessness need safety and dignity.”
‘Another truth is that residents want to
feel safe and want a clear plan.”

THEY USE A SIMPLE SENTENCE STRUCTURE:

‘We can support by , and support by . To
make it fair, we should . We will know it's working if !

FOR EXAMPLE: “We can support people experiencing homelessness by building supportive

housing with mental health services, and support residents by adding clear safety measures,

frequent community updates, and a neighborhood liaison. We will know it's working if people
remain housed and the neighborhood reports stable or improved safety.”

To close, students share their ideas using respectful language stems that signal
understanding rather than judgment:

e “l understand why some people might feel because
., and we should address it by

e “Aconcern someone might have is
* “I'm not sure yet, because we need more information abouft
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In one short class discussion, students have
learned something far more important than
how to win a debate: they've practiced the
cognitive skill of stepping outside their own
perspective, testing assumptions and designing
solutions that honor multiple realities.

This is what perspective taking looks like when it
becomes a teachable discipline — not just a character
trait. And in a world where conflict is easy and
polarization is tempting, it may be one of the most
essential skills schools can intentionally build.
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Adaptability:
Thriving in a World of Constant Change

The future will reward those who can pivot, learn and adjust as conditions
shift. Adaptability is no longer a “soft skill"; it is a survival skill,

Adaptability requires students to: Constructive Doubt plays a critical role

Tolerate ambiguity here too. It teaches students to expect
uncertainty, not fear it. When young
people develop a sense of comfort with
‘not knowing yet,” they build the resilience
needed to navigate an evolving world.

Experiment with new strategies
Learn from mistakes
Revise their thinking
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For example, imagine an
8th grade science class

The Future of Education Report 2026/27

Instead of rushing to a conclusion, the teacher
invites them to practice Constructive Doubt: “What

do we know for sure? What do we suspect? What
else would we need to measure?”

investigating why a local pond
has experienced a sudden

drop in frog populations.
Students create competing hypotheses, identify

gaps in their data and plan the next steps — more
sampling, interviewing local experts, comparing
historical weather records. Some groups change
their minds as new information emerges. In the
process, students learn that uncertainty isn't a dead
end — it's the starting point of real thinking. They
experience what it means to hold a question open,
stay curious and move forward without certainty -
building the habit of saying, "l don't know yet but |
know what to investigate next.”

Students search for a single
‘right answer,” but quickly
realize the evidence is
incomplete: water tests show
slightly elevated chemicals,
a recent heatwave may have
changed oxygen levels and a
new construction site nearby
has altered runoff patterns.

Additionally, a crucial skill is reflective judgment, the habit of analyzing
what worked, what didn't and why. Reflection transforms experiences into
insight. It gives students a sense of agency over their own learning and
growth — a feeling that | can figure things out, even when the path isn't clear.

Teaching Reflective Judgment in Middle School

Picture a gth grade class finishing a short inquiry project:
“How can we reduce food waste in our school?”

This is the moment when
reflective judgment matters
most. Without reflection,
the experience simply ends
as a performance and a
grade. With reflection - it
becomes a learning engine.

Over two weeks, students
worked in teams to analyze
cafeteria data, interview staff,
weigh constraints and pitch
realistic solutions.

It turns activity into
growth and transforms
experience into insight.

Rather than rushing

to the next unit, the
teacher introduces a
structured, differentiated
protocol that teaches
students to reflect with
depth instead of writing
vague statements like
“We did good” or “Next
time we'll do better.”

The final presentations are
done. The room holds a

familiar mix of pride, relief

and frustration — some teams
see the strength of their
reasoning, others recognize
where assumptions or decisions
undermined their outcomes.

Reflective judgment is the
habit of analyzing what
worked, what didn't and
why — and then using that
insight to improve future
decisions.
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PAUSE PATTERN NEXT MOVE

The teacher begins by setting the tone: . N
Students take 60 seconds of silent writing

to recall one moment in the project when
they felt confident and one moment

‘Reflection isn't about blaming yourself or your
group. It's about learning how learning worRs.
Today, you're going to figure out what helped , ,
your success — and what got in the way — so when they felt stuck. This quick pause
you can make more effective decisions next helps students {anchor reﬂectlon.m. real
time — as a learner and as a team member.” moments, not simply general opinions.

Then, students choose the reflection pathway that matches their readiness. All three pathways
lead to meaningful insight but with different levels of scaffolding and cognitive demand.

Foundational Reflection (Highly Structured)

Goal: Help students name what worked and what didn't using clear categories.

)
1 J Students complete a simple “Worked / Didn't /7 Because” frame:

One thing that worked was..
One thing that didn't work was..

EU U KU KL

It worked/didn't work because..

E,_? Next fime we should..

To support clarity, students select A student might write:

from a menu of reasons: “One thing that worked was interviewing

We had a plan cafeteria staff. It worked because we got
We didn't have clear roles real evidence. One thing that didn't work
We started early / started late was splitting the work evenly. It didn't

work because we didn't choose roles, so
some people did more than others. Next
time we should assign roles on day one.”

We communicated well / poorly

We had strong evidence / weak evidence
We got distracted

We didn't understand the task

We used feedback

We avoided feedback

This pathway helps students build
the foundational habit: reflection that
includes reasons, not just feelings.
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Developing Reflection (Pattern + Cause)

Goal: Help students identify patterns and explain what caused success or failure.

Students complete a slightly deeper This pushes students beyond describing
“pPattern Reflection™ events into analyzing the forces behind them.
What worked—and what made it work? A student might write:
What didn't work—and what caused it? ‘"What worked was our idea because it was

simple and realistic. What didn't work was
our presentation. We assumed we could do it
the night before, but we ran out of time. Next
What strategy would you repeat next time I would repeat the evidence gathering,
fime? What would you change? but | would create slides earlier and practice.”

What was one assumption you made
that turned out fo be wrong?

This pathway builds reflective judgment as a thinking skill—not a compliance fask.

Extending Reflection (Insight + Transfer)

Goal: Help students generate insight they can apply in new sitfuations.

Students respond to three deeper prompts:

What did this experience teach you about how you learn or work in a team?

What trade-off did your group make (time vs. quality, speed
VS. accuracy, creativity vs. organization)? Was it worth it?

What is one lesson you can transfer to a different class or real-life situation?

Then students write a “Next Move" statement:

‘Next time, when | nofice [ will because

A student might write: “This experience taught me that |
avoid tasks I'm not confident in, like speaking. Our trade-
off was speed over quality, and it wasn't worth it because
our message was unclear. Next time, when | notice I'm
avoiding something, | will take a small first step and ask
for feedback early because it reduces stress later.”

This pathway builds the
most advanced form of
reflective judgment: using
experience to strengthen
future decision making.
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Making Reflection Visible (and Worth Doing)

To ensure reflection is authentic, “One pattern | noticed was..”
the teacher asks students to
share one sentence in pairs using
a structured stem:

‘One reason it happened was..”
‘One next move I'm committed to is..”

Then the teacher collects reflections and uses them to create a class “Learning Map,” such as:

Patterns that helped us succeed: clear roles,
early planning, real evidence

Patterns that got in the way: unclear reflection isn't
expectations, rushing, weak communication something you do after
Next moves we want to practice: planning learning; it's something
earlier, revising more, checking progress mid-way that improves learning.

This structure teaches students that reflective judgment
is not “How do you feel about your project?” It is:

What worked? Why?
What didn't? What will | do next fime?

That "why" is the key. It transforms reflection from vague
commentary into insight. And the “next move” turns insight
into growth. \When students build reflective judgment, they
learn how to learn—not just how to finish tasks.

Reflection transforms experiences into insight. And in a
world moving fast, reflective judgment may be one of the
most powerful habits schools can intentionally teach.



Creativity:
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Solving New Problems With New Ideas

Creativity is often misunderstood as
artistic expression alone but in reality,

it is the ability to generate possibilities,
connect ideas and imagine solutions fo
problems that don't yet exist.

Curiosity

Creativity thrives on:

Experimentation
Productive struggle
Willingness to question assumptions

Discernment helps students see patterns and meaning. Doubt helps them push

beyond the obvious. Perspective taking exposes them to new ideas. And reflective

judgment helps them refine concepts, iterate and improve. Creativity is unlikely
to be automated because it stems from uniquely human capacities: imagination,
association, lived experience and the ability to synthesize across domains.

Engaging Middle School Students in Creativity

The 7th grade class

at Forest School was
challenged with a simple
prompt: “Design a new
space in our school that
helps students feel calmer
and more connected.”

Instead of starting with rules
or budgets, the teacher began
with imagination — asking
students to close their eyes
and picture a place that feels
safe, energizing or peaceful.

Students then drew on lived
experience, sharing moments
when they've felt overwhelmed
in hallways, anxious before
presentations or happiest
during clubs and recess.

Next came association:
the teacher invited
them to borrow ideas
from anywhere — how
libraries create quiet
zones, how skateparks
invite movement, how
cafés use warm lighting,
how nature trails guide
people through spaces.

Students pulled
inspiration from music,
architecture, psychology
and even video game
design, noticing patterns
across domains: sound
affects mood, how choice
increases ownership

and movement

reduces stress.

Finally, they synthesized —
combining their insights into
prototypes that blended
disciplines, like a "sound
garden” with playlists

and noise dampening
panels, a “social studio” for
collaborative creation and
a “reset corner” designed
with color theory, sensory
tools and student led peer
support.

In the process, creativity
became more than

making something “cool”

— it became the skill of
connecting ideas, translating
human needs into design
and turning imagination into
a meaningful solution.
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Schools Must Be Intentional
About Building Skills

Schools must be intentional about building
these skills, because students won't develop
them accidentally. If we want young people

to think deeply, reason critically, and make
sound judgments, we have to design learning
experiences that deliberately strengthen those
capacities.

That means creating classrooms filled with rich discussion,
challenging projects and real world problem solving—spaces
where students are asked to wrestle with complexity rather than
rush toward quick answers.

It means building in regular opportunities for revision, so students
learn that strong thinking is shaped over time, not produced
instantly. It means protecting slow, effortful thinking, even when
efficiency is tempting and ensuring students receive meaningful
feedback and structured reflection that help them understand
how their thinking is evolving. And it means exposing students to
diverse perspectives, so they learn to question assumptions, hold
nuance and develop intellectual humility. Schools that nurture
these abilities do more than prepare students for tests — they
prepare them for a world that demands wisdom.

Schools that want students to exercise judgment, lead
with empathy, adapt with confidence and create with
purpose must design for those outcomes intentionally;
to explore how this work can take shape in your
context, email team@futuredesignschool.com
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ne Urgent Need to
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In every classroom, there are familiar
moments: a student says “l don't get it”
but can't explain why. Another rushes
through a task with confidence, only

to discover they misunderstood the
question. A third stares at a blank page,
overwhelmed — not by the difficulty

of the work but by where to begin.

Others fall somewhere in between;
capable students who struggle to
transfer skills to new contexts or
students who need support but
can't articulate what would help.

These are not simply gaps in academic
skills — they are thinking problems.
They're also opportunity problems.
Because beneath them lies one of the
most powerful, research supported
levers for learning: metacognition.

nink About Thinking

If Cognitive Literacy is understanding
the engine of the brain, Metacognition
is learning how to steer it.

Metacognition is the ability to notice and
manage your own thinking. It shows up
when students plan how to approach

a task, monitor whether they truly

understand, adjust strategies when they're

stuck and evaluate the quality of their
work. If cognition is the act of learning,
metacognition is the steering wheel.

For educators, metacognition isn't an
add on - it is a foundational practice
that improves comprehension, writing
quality, problem solving, perseverance
and independence — especially

for students who have historically
struggled in school systems that reward
compliance over self direction.
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What Metacognition Really Is (and Isn't)

Metacognition is often described as “thinking about thinking” but that can sound abstract
and needlessly esofteric. In practice, it includes two essential components:

METACOGNITIVE KNOWLEDGE METACOGNITIVE REGULATION

What students know about themselves as What students do to manage their thinking.
learners, about tasks and about strategies. . .
Planning: choosing an approach
Self knowledge: “I get distracted when I'm tired””

Monitoring: checking understanding
Task knowledge: “This question

requires inference, not recall” Adjusting: changing strategy
Strategy knowledge: “When | summarize Evaluating: reflecting on
each paragraph, | understand better.” effectiveness and oufcomes.

The distinction matters because schools often focus only on reflection at the end ("How did you
do?") rather than on the active regulation that happens while learning is underway (“What are
you doing when you get stuck?").

Metacognition also isn't the same as “grit,” "mindset” or “trying harder” - it's more specific and

more empowering. It gives students tools, language and control. Rather than asking students to
persist blindly - metacognition teaches them to persist wisely.
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Why Metacognition Is Urgent Now

We are educating students in a world of rapid change, constant distraction and increasing

complexity. Content is everywhere. What students need is not only knowledge but the
ability fo learn, unlearn and relearn — across confexts they haven't encountered yet.

Metacognition supports that by helping students:
Recognize patterns in their learning
Build adaptive strategies
Transfer skills between subjects
Develop independence and confidence
Reduce learned helplessness

Become more accurate judges
of their own understanding

In the era of Al tools and instant
answers, metacognition becomes
even more important. Students can
generate outputs quickly but without
metacognitive awareness they may not
notice errors, gaps or shallow thinking.

Metacognition is what allows
students to ask: Is this answer
right? How do | know? What would
improve it? What does it miss?

The Equity Case: Metacognition as a Justice Practice

Metacognition gives students a new identity: nof “good at school” or “bad at school,”
but a learner who can make decisions about learning.

Metacognition is often an unspoken “hidden
curriculum.” High achieving students
frequently benefit from environments where
metacognitive habits are modeled at home
or in enrichment settings — planning. self
checking, reflecting and using strategies
consciously. Struggling students may never
have been explicitly taught how to learn but
may feel judged for not learning.

When educators teach metacognition explicitly,
we democratize access to learning strategies.
We stop treating strategy use as a personality
trait and start treating it as a skill set.

This is particularly powerful for:

Students with executive
functioning challenges

English language learners
Students with learning differences

Students who have experienced
repeated academic failure

Students who don't see
themselves as “smart”

Students navigating stress or
trauma, which can interfere
with self-monitoring
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The Biggest Misconception: “We Already Do This"

Many educators believe they teach
metacognition because they ask
students to reflect or because they
show steps in solving a problem. But
metacognition is not simply describing
thinking — it is helping students own it.

If metacognition feels like a “nice to
have,” it will remain inconsistent. If it
becomes a core part of instruction - it
becomes transformative.

To develop metacognition, students need:

Explicit strategy instruction (not
just content instruction)

Guided practice in monitoring and adjusting
Language and routines to describe thinking
Feedback on process, nof just answers
Repeated opportunities across contexts

A classroom culture where mistakes are
data, not shame with self-monitoring

www.futuredesignschool.com | 1-800-975-5631 | feam@futuredesignschool.com

53


http://www.futuredesignschool.com

The Future of Education Report 2026/27

Assessment and Metacognition:
Rethinking What We Measure

If schools only assess final products, we teach students
that thinking doesn't mafter — just the answers do.

Educators can embed metacognition into
assessment by asking students to submit:
A strategy plan ("My approach will be..")
A mid point checkpoint (“What I've learned so far..”)
A reflection on strategy effectiveness (“Next time | would..”)
A self assessment using criteria (“Evidence of strong reasoning includes..”)

This doesn't have fo be lengthy. A few sentences can reveal far
more abouf learning than a mulfiple choice score ever could.

Creating a Metacognitive Classroom Culture

Metacognition depends on psychological safety. Students won't
reveal confusion, uncertainty or missteps if they fear embarrassment.

Key conditions include normalizing mistakes as part of learning and
celebrating revisions as well as strategy changes. Using language
like “not yet” and “lef’s investigate™ helps demonstrate curiosity
about errors and allows students to say “I'm stuck™ without penalty.
When students learn that confusion is not failure but a signal, they
begin to engage with challenges rather than avoid them.

Metacognition and Motivation: The Quiet Link

Motivation often increases when metacognition increases because
students begin to feel capable. A student who believes “I'm bad at
math” has no pathway forward. A student who believes ‘I need a
better strategy for multi step problems” does.

Metacognition turns helplessness into agency. It also helps students manage
procrastination and avoidance. When students can hame what's happening
("I'm avoiding because | don't know how fo start”) they can choose an

action (*I'll do the first small step and then | will re-evaluate™). That is not just
academic growth - that is lifelong skill building.
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The Leadership Challenge:
Metacognition Must Be
School Wide

If metacognition is left to individual
teachers, students may experience it
inconsistently — strong in one class and
invisible in another. For lasting impact,
schools need shared language, routines
and expectations.

School leaders can support this by:

» Integrating metacognition into
instructional frameworks

» Creating cross grade “thinking routines”

» Aligning professional learning on
strategy instruction

» Building common student language
(plan, monitor, adjust, evaluate)

» Ensuring that assessment practices
value process, not only product

Metacognition becomes most powerful
when it is part of the school’s identity:

We are a community of learners who
understand how learning works.

The Bigger Promise

Metacognition is noft just a tool for
higher grades - it is a fool for a
better life.

It helps students make sense of
complexity, resist distraction, learn
independently and build their own
confidence to adapt to new challenges.
It also develops humility and curiosity -
enabling them to be thoughtful citizens
who can effectively evaluate information.

In a world filled with noise, metacognition
is how students become intentional
thinkers. It is how they move from
reacting to reflecting, from guessing to
understanding and from depending on
teachers to directing learning themselves.
And the most compelling truth is this;

every educator can teach it, in any subject,

at any grade level - starting tomorrow.

Teaching students to think about
their thinking is not extra work —
it is the work of education.
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Why Schools Must Foster
Deep Thinking, Memory
and Reflection

In a world of endless information, quick answers and digital shortcuts, one
of the greatest gifts educators can give students is not just knowledge —
but mental resilience: the capacity to think deeply, reflect critically, learn
deliberately and retain understanding over time.

This kind of cognitive resilience doesn’t come automatically — it must be carefully
cultivated through pedagogical design and daily practice

Why Cognitive Resilience Matters

Complexity & Change: The challenges students will face —
social, technological, civic — are rarely simple. They demand
creativity, adaptability, deep reasoning and persistence.
Superficial learning or quick fix answers won't suffice.

efficiency and easy answers (especially in a technology rich
world), students may not build the neural "muscles” needed for

Q Avoiding cognitive atrophy: When schooling emphasizes speed,
sustained focus, critical thinking, memory and metacognition.

: Transferable power: Cognitive resilience gives students a foolkit
@ to tackle new problems, resist misinformation, learn independently

— in short: fo thrive over the long term, not just pass fests.

Given those stakes, educators need intentional structures that go beyond content coverage.
That's where project based learning (PBL), slow thinking and memory work come in.
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Real Problems, Real Thinking

What it is.

PBL turns learning from
passive reception into active
problem solving: students
work on meaningful, often
interdisciplinary projects over

time; they grapple with real world

challenges, design solutions,
collaborate, iterate, reflect.

Why it builds resilience.

A large meta analysis over 20 years of PBL studies (66
empirical/quasi-experimental studies) found that — compared
with traditional instruction — PBL “significantly improved
students’ learning outcomes,” including stronger thinking
skills, higher achievement, and more positive attitudes

toward learning. Another recent analysis in 2024 focusing on
computational thinking found PBL raised students’ critical
analysis, problem solving, creativity and algorithmic thinking.

How to implement it meaningfully:

Use real world, complex
problems that don't have
a single “right” answer

— ones that require
research, design, iteration,
collaboration.

Build sufficient time and
space: PBL works best
when students have
several weeks (or more) to
plan, work, reflect, revise.
Short term projects or
superficial assignments
undercut the depth.

Integrate interdisciplinary
thinking — combining
content knowledge with
skills like collaboration,
communication, self
management, reflection and
metacognition.

Provide scaffolding and
support — especially for
younger or less experienced
learners — to help them
structure their thinking, plan
tasks, monitor progress and
reflect on outcomes.

%

When done well, PBL
doesn't just teach
content — it draws on
and strengthens the
full suite of cognitive
and metacognitive
capacities students
will need for real life.

I
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There is a need for slowness.

In schooling and society, there's often
pressure to hurry: finish assignments fast,
move quickly through the curriculum and
opt for the simplest solution. But deep
thinking — sustained analysis, wrestling
with complexity, weighing evidence —

requires time, effort and often discomfort.

What this does for the mind.

Effortful thinking activates deeper
neural pathways. It promotes better
understanding, more durable learning
and stronger problem solving. When
students build habits of slow, careful

thinking — rather than defaulting to quick,

superficial answers — they develop
cognitive stamina, attention control and
resilience in the face of ambiguity.

Slow & Effortful Thinking:
Building Mental Muscle

How to embed slow thinking
in classrooms:

Use open ended questions and
problems with no single correct
answer — encourage exploration,
debate and multiple perspectives.

Avoid overemphasis on
speed or automaticity — don't
penalize thoughtful pauses,
revisions or uncertainty.

Incorporate stages of revision and
reflection — allow drafts, redos
and cycles of improvement rather
than rewarding first try completion.
This gives students space to
deepen, refine and even rethink.

Slow, effortful thinking is not inefficient —
it's an investment in cognitive strength.
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Why memory still matters.

In an age of search engines and instant access,
some argue that memorization is obsolete.

But cognitive science shows that memory —
particularly the ability to recall, retrieve and
manipulate information — remains central

to thinking, creativity and learning. Regular
practice strengthens neural networks, facilitates
transfer and supports complex reasoning.

Proven technique: retrieval
practice & spaced repetition.

Research in psychology consistently shows
that testing oneself (or being tested) on
previously learned material — rather than
simply re-reading — improves long term
retention and even enhances learning

of new material. This is often called the
“testing effect” or “forward testing effect.”

Memory Work & Retrieval Practice:
Strengthening Long Term Retention

How educators/students can apply
memory strengthening practices:

» Build low stakes frequent

quizzes, flashcards, or self testing
— encourage retrieval over re-
reading or passive review.

Use spaced repetition — revisit learned
material at increasing intervals (e.g.

one day later, a few days later, a week
later, etc.) rather than cramming.

Encourage active recall written or
spoken — have students write what
they remember, summarize without
looking, teach peers — all of which
reinforce memory and understanding.

Memory work isn't about rote facts only — it
lays the foundation for deeper reasoning,
transfer and creative thinking.
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BLUEPRINT FOR
SCHOOLS

A model for strengthening deep
thinking, memory, metacognition
and infellectual stamina in
secondary schools.

Cognitive resilience is the capacity to
think deeply, persist through complexity,
adapt to new challenges, and reflect

on one's own learning. In an era of Al
generated answers, digital distraction,
and declining attention spans, schools

must intentionally cultivate this resilience.

This curriculum framework provides a
system wide approach for embedding
four pillars of cognitive resilience:

Project-Based Learning (PBL)
Slow / Effortful Thinking
Memory & Retrieval Practice

Metacognitive Reflection

It is designed to be adopted across
departments while allowing flexibility at
the classroom level.

PILLAR 1.

Building endurance,
complexity tolerance,
and applied reasoning

CORE GOALS
Strengthen deep problem solving
Increase cognitive stamina
Build interdisciplinary thinking

Promote iteration, revision, and
persistence

CORE PRACTICES

Each course implements 2-3
extended projects per semester
(3-6 weeks each).

Projects must include:
A meaningful real world problem
Research + evidence gathering
Idea generation + iterative design
Feedback cycles

Public presentation or authentic
audience

SAMPLE UNITS

English 10 — Investigative
Jjournalism project on a local
issue; students analyze sources,
conduct interviews, and produce
a multimedia story.

Biology — Ecosystem health
project: students design a
restoration proposal using local
data and field observations.

U.S. History — Counterfactual
history project: students explore a
pivotal decision, analyze primary
sources, and build an argument
for how alternative choices might
have shaped outcomes.
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PILLAR 2:

Slow / Effortful
Thinking

Teaching students to sit
in uncertainty, analyze

deeply, and think past
their first impulse

CORE GOALS

» Reduce dependence
on fast answers

» Strengthen attention control

» Foster deeper comprehension
and reasoning

CORE PRACTICES

“Slow thinking protocols’
used weekly, such as:

p)

¥

Claim-Evidence-Reasoning
Deep Dive (extended
written analysis)

Silent Thinking Routines (5-10
minutes before discussion)

P

4

X

Perspective Triangulation
(examining an issue
through 3 lenses)

p)

¥

Extended problem solving
(multi-step math or science
problems requiring justification)

EXAMPLES BY SUBJECT

» ELA — 20-minute slow
annotation routine for difficult
texts; students must identify
ambiguity and generate three
interpretation hypotheses.

» Math — Non-routine problems
where students document their
reasoning sequence instead
of just showing computations.

P

4

Social Studies — Case study
debates requiring students to
engage in structured reading,
evidence evaluation, and multi-
step argument formation.

The Future of Education Report 2026/27

PILLAR 3:

Memory &
Retrieval Practice

Strengthening neural
architecture for long-
term learning and
complex thinking

CORE GOALS

» Increase retention and
conceptual fluency

» Improve transfer of
knowledge to new
contexts

» Build foundational
memory needed for
higher order reasoning

CORE PRACTICES

Each course uses
frequent, low stakes
retrieval cycles,
including:

» Weekly spaced
quizzes

Short oral recall checks

» "Brain dumps” at the
start or end of class

¥

» Peer teaching recaps

» Cumulative review on a
1-3-7-14 day schedule

SAMPLE TOOLS

» Science — Retrieval
grids for core concepts
+vocabulary.

M

World Language —
Spaced repetition
system (SRS) for
vocabulary + sentence
structures.

v

Algebra — Micro-
quizzes that connect
prior skills to new
problem types.

PILLAR 4:

Metacognitive
Reflection

Teaching students how
to understand, monitor,
and guide their own
thinking

CORE GOALS

» Build self awareness
and self regulation

» Strengthen strategic
learning behaviors

» Deepen transfer and
conceptual mastery

CORE PRACTICES

» Weekly Learning
Reflection (3-5 minutes):

© What strategy worked
for me this week?

+ What confused me and
how did I address it?

© What will I do
differently next time?

» Project Journals
during PBL

» Before-During-After
Thinking Frames applied
across subjects

» Teachers model “thinking
out loud" to reveal decision
making and strategy use

SAMPLE REFLECTIONS

» STEM — Students reflect
on which method they
chose for solving a
problem and why.

ELA — Students track how
their interpretation of a
text evolved across drafts.

CTE — Students document
mistakes made on a
design build and how

they corrected them.

P

M

P
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Putting It All Together:

v

Here's how a school might
build a program to build
cognifive resilience using
these four pillars:

Design curriculum around
PBL opportunities.

Instead of mostly lecture +
worksheet, embed 2-3 major
projects per term that challenge
students fo research, design,
iterate, collaborate and reflect.

IN ACTION: A middle school designs
an interdisciplinary project called
“Designing a Climate Resilient
Community.” Over six weeks, students
investigate local climate risks, analyze
data in science, explore policy
responses in social studies, model
solutions in math and communicate
proposals through persuasive writing.
There is no single correct answer.
Students must research, weigh trade
offs, revise ideas and defend decisions.
The focus is not on speed but on
depth, reasoning and iteration.

Provide time for depth
and iteration.

Give students weeks — not days
— to explore, struggle, revise and
deepen understanding. Resist
rushing to “cover material.”

IN ACTION: Instead of completing

a research assignment in five class
periods, students are given three weeks
with built in checkpoints. Week one
focuses on question development and
source evaluation. Week two centers
on synthesis and draft creation. Week
three is dedicated to revision, peer
feedback and reflection. Teachers
intentionally slow the process so
students experience what it feels like to
sit with uncertainty, rethink assumptions
and strengthen ideas over time.

Integrate retrieval practice
and spaced review.

Use low stakes, frequent recall
activities — quizzes, flashcards,
peer teaching, cumulative review
— to build memory and retention
alongside the deeper work.

IN ACTION: At the start of each
week, teachers open class with
a five minute retrieval routine.
Students write everything they
remember about a key concept
from two weeks earlier, then
compare with notes and discuss
gaps. Concepts reappear

across units through cumulative
prompts, short quizzes and

peer explanation activities. This
approach reinforces memory while
helping students see learning as
connected rather than episodic.

Build metacognition &
reflection into every unit.

Start with planning (“How will
you approach this?"), check

in during the process (‘Is your
plan working? What's hard?
What do you need to change?”),
and end with evaluation (“What
did you learn? What strategies
succeeded? What will you

do differently next time?").

IN ACTION: In an 8th Grade
humanities unit, students
complete a short planning
reflection before beginning an
essay, a mid process check in
after drafting and a final reflection
after submission. Prompts focus
on strategy rather than feelings:
“What approach did you choose
and why?" “Where did you get
stuck?" "What did you change
based on feedback?” Over time,
students build a shared language
for thinking about their thinking.

A Practical Framework for Schools

Model and teach
metacognition
explicitly.

Make thinking visible.
Train teachers (and
students) in metacognitive

language, routines and
reflection tools.

IN ACTION: Teachers across
a school agree on common
metacognitive language:
plan, monitor, adjust and
evaluate. In classrooms,
teachers regularly model
these moves aloud: “I'm
noticing I'm confused here,
so I'm going to slow down
and reread.” Students are
expected to use the same
language in discussions
and reflections. Thinking
becomes visible, shared
and normal rather than
private or assumed.

Value process
over speed.

Celebrate persistence,
revision, uncertainty,
struggle — not just the
“right answer.” Make effort,
curiosity and growth
central to your culture.

IN ACTION: In assessment
rubrics, schools include
criteria such as evidence
of revision, quality of
reasoning and use of
feedback. Students earn
recognition for changing
their minds based on new
evidence or improving work
through multiple drafts.
Classroom norms reinforce
that thoughtful struggle

is a sign of learning, not
weakness. Fast completion
is no longer the primary
marker of success.
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SAMPLE SEMESTER:

Integrated Cognitive Resilience Map

Below is a model showing how a school might structure one semester across all subjects.

WEEKS 1-2 WEEKS 3-6

» Launch » PBL cycle 1: research,
metacognition design, iteration
roupnes i » Slow thinking
retrieval cycles protocols

» PBL project implemented 2-3
introduction in times per week
major subjects

»

Baseline cognitive
stamina tasks
(long form

writing, extended
problem set)

» Cumulative spaced
review begins
across subjects

» Midpoint reflection
conference
(student led)

Why This Framework Works

Because it trains the brain the way it actually grows:

O

O O0OO0OO

Effort neural strengthening

Struggle deeper encoding

Reflection transfer of learning

Iferation cognitive stamina

Real world application durable understanding
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WEEKS 7-10

PBL cycle 1 concludes
(presentation,
exhibition, or
authentic audience)

New retrieval cycles
begin for Unit 2

Slow thinking case
studies introduced

Writing or problem-
solving diagnostic
to measure
stamina growth

WEEKS 11-16

»

PBL cycle 2 launch

Increased
complexity in slow
thinking tasks

Memory integration:
connecting topics
from earlier in
semester

Capstone reflection
+ cognitive
resilience self-
assessment

A school that embraces these
pillars doesn't just produce high
test scores — it produces thinkers
who can handle complexity,
adapft skillfully and thrive in the
uncertain world ahead.
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Your Four Brain-Building Habits

(1)

Struggle On Purpose

When something is challenging,
that's your brain growing.

TRY THIS:

» Before asking for help, try two strategies
(draw a diagram, reread instructions,
break the problem down).

» When frustrated, take a breath and tell yourself:
“This is how thinking gets stronger.”

Think Slow Before You Think Fast

Don't jump to the first answer
that pops into your head.

TRY THIS:

» Pause for 10 seconds before responding in class.

» Ask yourself: “What evidence supports this?”

» Explain your reasoning out loud even if only fo
yourself.

Make Your Memory Do the Work

Your brain remembers more when it has
to refrieve information, noft just look it up.

TRY THIS:
» Do a1-minute "brain dump” at the start of class:
write everything you remember from yesterday.

» Quiz yourself with flashcards
instead of rereading notes.

» Try to explain a concept to a friend. If you can
teach it, you know it.

Reflect Like a Scientist

Your brain gefts smarter when you
study your own thinking.

TRY THIS:

» What was the hardest part of my learning?
» What strafegy helped me most?

» What should | try next fime?

» What mistake taught me something?

Reflection isn't about judging yourself—it's
about understanding how you learn.

O

QUICKTOOLS YOU
CAN USE ANYTIME

» The “Why?” Ladder: Ask
‘why?” three times in a row
about your own answer.

» The Reroute Rule: If you
geft stuck, choose a new
strategy before giving up.

» The 1-3-7 Rule: Review
material 1 day, 3 days, and
7 days after learning it.

» The Revision Mindset:
Don't aim to be done fast;

aim to be better each draft.

» The Uncertainty Badge:
It's okay not to know—
curiosity is a strength,
not a weakness.

@

YOUR BRAIN GROWS
WHEN YOU...

» Try new strategies

v

» Push through challenges

¥

» Make mistakes and revise
» Ask deep questions

» Reflect honestly on
what worked

You're not just learning
content—you're training your
mind to handle whatever
comes next.
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Rubric for Measuring Cognitive Resilience

HOW TO USE THIS RUBRIC

This rubric is designed o support growth
focused feedback, not grading in isolation.

It helps educators notice how students

are developing the cognitive habits that

underpin deep learning and human
advantage skills.

Use it to observe patterns over time.
Cognitive resilience develops gradually.

Look for trends across weeks or units rather

than treating scores as fixed labels.

Use it for feedback and reflection.
Share descriptors with students and invite

them to identify where they see themselves.

Pair the rubric with reflection questions such as:

- "What helped you persist here?"
- "Where did your thinking deepen?”

- "What strategy would move
you one level forward?”

Use it to guide instruction.

If many students cluster at the same
level, treat it as information about
instructional design. Ask which routines,
structures or supports could strengthen
stamina, depth or metacognition.

Use it alongside student voice.

The most powerful insights emerge when
teacher observations are combined with
student reflection. Encourage students to
provide evidence for their self assessment.

Avoid using it as a one time judgment.

This rubric is hot meant to rank students. It
is meant to make thinking visible, support
intentional growth and reinforce that
cognitive strength is built through practice.

When used consistently, the rubric
helps shift classrooms from a focus
on performance to a focus on
learning how to learn.
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Measuring Cognitive Resilience

For teacher use in feedback, reflection, and growth monitoring
(4 = Strong, 3 = Developing, 2 = Emerging, 1 = Beginning)

COGNITIVE STAMINA & PERSISTENCE

4 - Strong: Sustains focus on challenging tasks; persists through frustration;
independently seeks solutions; revises work thoughtfully.

3 - Developing: Usually stays focused; requires occasional
prompts; attempts revisions with some guidance.

2 - Emerging: Struggles to stay focused on difficult tasks; gives up quickly; avoids productive struggle.
1 - Beginning: Cannot persist without significant external support; avoids challenge entirely.

DEPTH OF THINKING & COMPLEXITY HANDLING

4 - Strong: Analyzes beyond surface level; identifies patterns, multiple
perspectives; constructs well-reasoned explanations.

3 - Developing: Shows some deeper analysis; can explain reasoning
with prompts; begins to recognize complexity.

2 - Emerging: Relies on surface answers; has difficulty explaining
reasoning; overlooks deeper connections.

1 - Beginning: Provides minimal or simplistic reasoning; cannot
recognize complexity or alternative viewpoints.

MEMORY & RETRIEVAL STRENGTH

4 - Strong: Recalls key concepts over time; applies prior knowledge to
new problems; uses retrieval strategies independently.

3 - Developing: Shows good recall with cues; connects some prior
learning; uses retrieval strategies when prompted.

2 - Emerging: Forgets quickly; rarely connects past learning; avoids retrieval practices.

1 - Beginning: No evidence of retention; cannot recall or apply learning even with support.

METACOGNITIVE AWARENESS

4 — Strong: Regularly reflects on learning; identifies strengths, challenges,
and strategic adjustments; sets goals independently.

3 - Developing: Reflects when prompted; can describe strategies; beginning to adjust learning behaviors.
2 - Emerging: Reflection is superficial; cannot consistently identify strategies that help or hinder learning.

1 - Beginning: Shows little self-awareness; struggles to articulate how they learn or what they need.

COLLABORATION & INTELLECTUAL HUMILITY

4 - Strong: Listens actively; considers others’ ideas; willingly revises
thinking; engages respectfully in productive disagreement.

3 - Developing: Participates well; acknowledges other perspectives
with reminders; open to revising ideas.

2 - Emerging: Has difficulty listening or valuing other viewpoints;
defends initial ideas without considering alternatives.

1 - Beginning: Dismisses others’ contributions; avoids discussion; resists any revision of thinking.
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Why Now — More Than Ever

As education becomes more
digitized and information
more instantly available, the
temptation — for students and
teachers alike — is to prioritize
speed and convenience over
depth. But in an age of rapid
change, shallow learning
brings shallow thinking.

By intentionally cultivating cognitive resilience
— through PBL, slow thinking, memory work,
and metacognition — schools can give
students what no instant answer can: a strong,
flexible mind; the ability to persist, reflect and
learn; and the capacity to meet new challenges
with adaptability and insight.

In other words: not just smarter students —
smarter thinkers. Not just short term success —
but long term cognitive strength.
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SECTION 03:

The Classroom Shift

; Al belongs in the classroom not as
a replacement for thinking but as a
force multiplier for it.

Used intentionally, it can challenge students’
reasoning, expose gaps in understanding, accelerafe
feedback and extend creative exploratfion. Used
carelessly, it flattens learning info production without
thought. The difference is design.

This section examines how educafors can leverage
Al with precision — setting clear boundaries,
demanding cognitive effort and using machines to
provoke deeper thinking rather than bypass it. The
goal is not efficiency but intellectual growth.
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Teaching iIn Tandem:;
Designing for Human
& Al Collaboration

Artificial intelligence is already shaping how students
write, search, explore and solve problems. For many
educators, this moment feels both promising and
unsettling. They wonder how to maintain academic
integrity, how to support students who use

Al beyond the classroom and how to design

learning experiences that keep thinking, not
shortcuts, at the center of learning.

The real risk is not that students will use Al.
It is that schools will continue to reward
work that requires no thinking at all.

This moment is noft just

about new tools but about
redesigning learning around
what the human brain actually
needs to thrive.



This is not a
moment for
caution.

It is a moment
for redesign.

Al doesn’t lower the bar for learning. It raises the
ceiling for what becomes possible.

Decades of research in cognitive science and the
science of learning (Bransford, Brown and Cocking:
Darling-Hammond et al.) show that students learn
best when instruction aligns with how learning
actually works. Learning is strongest when students
receive timely feedback, build on prior knowledge,
engage in purposeful struggle that strengthens
long-term retention and feel seen and supported.

From an optimistic viewpoint, Al can accelerate

each of these processes. It makes feedback more
immediate, helps students see connections between
ideas, supports productive struggle and frees
teachers' time to invest more deeply in relationships.

Al does not replace these principles. It
accelerates our ability to bring them to life.

This means our aspirations for learning can expand:
from solely recalling information to interpreting it,
from producing answers to generating ideas, from
completing tasks to building expertise.

The question is no longer whether students can get
help. The question is whether we require them to
think with that help. This distinction mirrors recent
work by Ethan Mollick and Lilach Mollick, who argue
that Al is most powerful in learning contexts when

it functions as a “cognitive partner” rather than a
replacement for student thinking.

www.futuredesignschool.com | 1-800-975-5631 | feam@futuredesignschool.com 71


https://nap.nationalacademies.org/catalog/9853/how-people-learn-brain-mind-experience-and-school
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10888691.2018.1537791
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/741805/co-intelligence-by-ethan-mollick/
http://www.futuredesignschool.com

The Future of Education Report 2026/27

A New Set of Professional Fluencies

To teach effectively in an Al era, teachers need three interconnected fluencies, each of
which strengthens practices we already know matter most. When Al lowers the barrier to
production, educators must raise the demand for thinking. Mollick and Mollick note that as
Al reduces the cost of generafing fext, code or ideas, the relafive value of human judgment,
sense making and decision making increases rather than diminishes.

Al Literacy to See Clearly in a More Complex Landscape

Teachers must understand what Al does well and where it falls short. They need to spot
inaccuracies, identify bias and help students evaluate Al responses critically. Research from
Wineburg and McGrew on civic online reasoning has consistently shown that students struggle
to evaluate credibility, detect bias and verify information in digital environments.,

Al compounds this challenge, making critical evaluation a core modern literacy rather than an
optional skill. Recent guidance from organizations such as ISTE and emerging research on Al
use in classrooms emphasize that evaluation, not avoidance, is central to responsible Al literacy.

Instructional Design for a World of Cognitive Tools

Al can now produce summaries, outlines and examples in seconds. This does not diminish the
need for rigorous tasks. Instead, it heightens it. When routine outputs are automated, educators
can design learning that requires students to analyze, interpret, compare, justify and create tasks
that remain deeply human.

Extensive synthesis research on learning, including Hattie's work on visible learning, shows that
these higher order reasoning tasks are strongly associated with deeper understanding and
transfer. Teachers are not abandoning longstanding practices; they are adapting them, shifting
from task design that rewards completion to learning experiences that cultivate judgment,
reasoning and originality. Al lowers the barrier to what students can produce, which means
educators must raise the ceiling of what we ask them to think.

Feedback and Facilitation to Move Learning Forward

Research on formative assessment is unequivocal: feedback improves learning only when
students can reflect on and act on it. This insight is central to Black and Wiliam's formative
assessment research, which emphasizes feedback as a process, not a product.

Al can help generate draft feedback or offer explanations in multiple modes, but teachers
remain essential in helping students understand and use that feedback well. The core skill
becomes helping students distinguish between letting Al do the thinking and using Al to
extend their own thinking.

If students use Al, they must also explain, defend or revise something the Al
produced. This approach reflects Mollick's guidance that Al use in education
should always be paired with a requirement for students to explain, evaluate,
or transform the output. Output without judgment no longer counts as learning.

www.futuredesignschool.com | 1-800-975-5631 | feam@futuredesignschool.com


http://www.futuredesignschool.com
https://purl.stanford.edu/fv751yt5934
https://purl.stanford.edu/fv751yt5934
https://iste-ascd.org/ai
https://visible-learning.org/book/visible-learning/
https://www.dylanwiliam.org/Dylan_Wiliams_website/Papers.html
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/225590759_Developing_the_theory_of_formative_assessment

PRACTICAL GUIDELINES FOR SCHOOL LEADERS

ANCHOR DECISIONS
IN LEARNING GOALS

Avoid selecting Al tools
based on novelty. Start by
identifying the competencies
your school values, and how
Al can extend or deepen
them. Ensure alignment

with mission, curriculum

and assessment practices.

DEVELOP SHARED NORMS
FOR RESPONSIBLE Al
COLLABORATION

Create models of practice and
guidelines that teachers can use
consistently across classrooms.
Demonstrate how to critique Al
outputs, triangulate information
and adjust prompts. Shared
norms reduce confusion for
students and support more
equitable experiences.

REDESIGN TASKS TO
REQUIRE HUMAN JUDGMENT

Encourage teachers to create
assignments that require students
to justify their reasoning, make
ethical decisions, or apply

local context. Have students
annotate where Al contributed
and how it changed or
challenged their suggestions.

BUILD Al FLUENCY
AS A LITERACY FOR
ALL LEARNERS

Treat prompting, evaluating
outputs and understanding
model limitations as modern
literacy skills. Provide
professional learning

that prepares teachers to
guide students in using Al
reflectively and critically,
not just technically.

Leaders play a pivotal role in shaping how Al enters the learning ecosystem.
The goal is not maximum use of Al but purposeful, human centered integration.

EQUITY GUARDRAILS

Work with staff, families

and students to articulate
transparent guidelines for safe
use. Integrate bias detection,
fairness conversations and
responsible citation into
curriculum routines. Make
space for community voice

in defining what responsible
Al use looks like.

CREATE ENVIRONMENTS
THAT FUNCTION AS
STUDIOS OF EXPLORATION

Shift the culture from task
completion to inquiry.
Encourage cycles of
brainstorming with Al,
prototyping ideas, critiquing
results and revising based

on evidence. These studio

like environments cultivate
creativity and analytical depth.
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What This Looks Like in Practice

When these fluencies come
together, classrooms shift in
practical and meaningful ways.

In writing, a teacher might ask students

to use Al to generate three possible
introductions for an essay. Students
critique, revise and identify what makes an

introduction compelling. Al supports fluency;

the teacher strengthens understanding.

In science, students use Al to explain

a complex process, then compare the
explanation with their own notes, identifying
omissions or misconceptions. This kind

of comparison supports metacognition,

a learning strategy consistently linked to
stronger transfer and self regulation in the
learning sciences literature.

In planning, teachers use Al to generate
scaffolds or exemplars quickly, freeing time
for small group instruction, conferencing
and observation, the work that deepens
relationships.

What we stop doing matters as much as
what we add. If an assignment can be
completed well by Al without requiring
student judgment, explanation or revision,
it should be redesigned or retired.

These are simple beginnings, but they
matter because they show what becomes
newly possible: more visible thinking,
faster iteration, more opportunities for
personalization and deeper engagement
with ideas. And once this work begins, the
natural next step is to go further.
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IN PRACTICE

Schools are already piloting models that
position Al as a co-thinker in the service of
deeper learning and higher expectations.

Multiple interpretations

Teachers use Al to generate varied
interpretations of a poem or chapter.
Students evaluate accuracy and nuance,
then craft stronger interpretations
supported by textual evidence.

Adversarial debate

Students instruct Al to adopt the persona of a
fierce opponent to their thesis. They debate
for a set period, then write a reflection

on the strongest counterarguments they
encountered and how their stance evolved.

Perspective checking

In history courses, students prompt Al for
contrasting explanations of a historical event.
They critique omissions or bias, then write

a corrected, evidence based account.

Mathematical reasoning checks

In Algebra |, students ask Al to solve

a multi step equation and explain its
process. They compare approaches,
identify flawed reasoning and reconstruct
a sound solution pathway.

Hypothesis exploration

In biology, students prompt Al to
generate hypotheses about why an
invasive species thrives in a local
ecosystem. They test the viability of
each through research or simulation.

Simulation architect

Students use Al to write code to simulate
local environmental or social systems.
They focus on defining variables,

testing scenarios and interpreting
results, not on memorizing syntax.

Visual idea starters

In an art class, students use Al to generate
preliminary compositional sketches.

They critique aesthetic choices, select

one concept and reinterpret it using

their own media and symbolism.

Musical variation

In music theory, students ask Al to create
variations on a chord progression. They analyze
structure and emotional tone, then refine one
variation to improve coherence and artistry.

Nuanced translation comparison

In language classes, students request multiple
Al generated translations of challenging
sentences. They compare tone and cultural
appropriateness, then revise the strongest
version to clarify meaning and intent.

Bias detection

Students ask Al to create two persuasive
arguments on a public issue, one logically
strong and one intentionally flawed. Peers
identify faulty reasoning, strengthen the
valid argument and cite credible sources.

Source reliability conversations

Students use Al to summarize competing
viewpoints on a current issue. They identify
where the model overgeneralizes, then verify
claims through lateral reading practices.

Debugging with justification

In computer science, students ask Al to flag
errors in sample code. They apply only the
corrections they can justify and explain why
other suggestions are inaccurate or risky.

Evaluating wellness or career plans

In health or careers courses, students
prompt Al to create weekly fitness programs
or career roadmaps. They analyze safety,
realism and bias, then adapt plans based

on evidence and personal context.

Elementary narrative exploration

In a 4th grade classroom, as a whole

class, modelling Al use, students ask Al to
generate alternate endings to a novel. They
evaluate which ending best aligns with the
character’s motivation and the plot structure,
then write their own improved version.
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Start Small. Push Deeper. Aim Higher.

Early experiments with Al are not the destination. They are the doorway.

Trying a single reimagined prompt or feedback routine helps educators see what Al can unlock.
Research on instructional change suggests that small, well designed experiments are often the most
effective entry point for sustained pedagogical transformation. But the most important question
becomes: What do we aspire to do next?

Small beginnings matter only if they pull us toward deeper thinking, not greater efficiency.

How do we redesign tasks so students must justify
reasoning, critique ideas or apply context?

How might Al help us personalize not just pace, but

thinking processes?

How do we build students’ capacity to question, revise
and discern - the skills that no model can automate?

Creating Conditions for Success

This is the deeper
redesign work, the
work that emerges
once teachers begin
experimenting.

Every school should be able to answer this question clearly:
Where in our system do students have to explain their thinking, not just produce worR?

Schools that want to support teachers in this moment must invest in

Clear & Human
Centered Guidelines

Shared norms for how
students and teachers use
Al reduce ambiguity and
support equity.

Guidance from ISTE

and other education
organizations emphasizes
transparency, attribution and
critical evaluation as core
components of responsible
Al use. These guidelines
should address acceptable
use, crediting Al assistance,
discussing errors and bias
and treating Al generated
information as a starting
point, not a source of truth.

Ongoing Professional
Learning

One off Professional
Development cannot build
fluency. Teachers need time to
test prompts, analyze student
work influenced by Al and
collaboratively redesign lessons.

Research synthesized by Darling-
Hammond and colleagues shows
that sustained, collaborative,
practice embedded professional
learning is more likely to

change instruction than one

off workshops. Professional
learning should treat Al as a
modern literacy and position
teachers as designers of

new learning ecosystems.

Infrastructure for
Access and Equity

Without reliable devices,
connectivity and
accessibility features,
students will experience Al
unevenly.

Equity requires intentional
design: translation tools,
captioning, multimodal
supports and universal
access to the benefits

Al can offer. If Al access

is uneven, assessment
outcomes will reflect those
inequities rather than
learning — reproducing
advantage rather than
revealing understanding.
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A Human Centered
Future of Teaching

Teaching with Al is not about replacing
teachers. It is about expanding their
capacity. Academic integrity in an Al era is
not about preventing assistance. It is about
preserving thinking.

A broad body of educational research shows
that relationships, effective feedback and
deeper learning competencies such as
metacognition and intellectual curiosity have
a significant impact on student learning and
achievement.

Al can support these practices with greater
consistency, but teachers elevate them,
contextualize them and make them meaningful.
The future belongs to educators who use Al
not to simplify learning but to amplify it.

DESIGN FOR THINKING.
TEACH FOR JUDGMENT.

Each experiment, each reflection
and each redesigned task builds
the future, one where students
use Al as a thinking partner and
teachers guide them to use

that partnership with purpose,
discernment, and creativity.

www.futuredesignschool.com | 1-800-975-5631 | team@futuredesignschool.com



http://www.futuredesignschool.com

78

1e Future of Education Report 2026/27

Assessment Reimagined:

Moving to Journey Based
Assessment (JBA)

Assessment has always been a window into student understanding.
When well designed, it reveals how students think, what they
understand and where they need support. When poorly designed,
it measures compliance, speed and polish rather than learning.

Al does not create this problem. It exposes it. Students can now generafe written
work, solve problems or produce ideas that appear convincing in seconds. This does
not make assessment impossible. It makes shallow assessment impossible to defend.
This concern echoes longstanding critiques in assessment and learning sciences
research that surface level tasks reveal littfle about understanding or transfer.
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The question schools now face is not
how fo stop students from using Al, but
how to ensure assessment still captures
thinking, judgment and growth.

Why Assessment Needs to Change

Al challenges traditional assessment because it can complete many
of the tasks schools have relied on for decades.

Essays that ask students to define or summarize can be generated instantly. Question sets
built on predictable patterns can be solved with minimal effort. These tasks were already
limited in what they revealed about understanding. Al simply makes those limits undeniable.

If schools continue to assess
only final products, they face
a harrowing set of options:

Increased surveillance
Escalating policing

Growing mistrust between
students and feachers

None of these strengthens learning. All of them
erode it. Formative assessment research has
long warned that compliance driven systems
undermine learning relationships rather than
strengthen them.

Al can support instruction, but assessment must
verify that learning has actually taken place.
When students are required to connect ideas,
analyze evidence, justify decisions or critique
reasoning, they cannot outsource the work. They
must think. This shift is not about restricting
technology. It is about raising the standard for
what counts as evidence of learning.

This is not a rejection of rigor or accountability.
It is a shift toward evidence that better reflects
how learning actually happens.
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Assessments That Still Work in an Al World

The most powerful assessments
continue to be those that value
process as much as product.

Oral explanations, conferences, annotated
drafts and reflection logs make thinking
visible and allow teachers to see how
understanding develops over time.

These practices align with what we know
about formative assessment and learning
transfer, which is that learning improves
when evidence of thinking is gathered

continuously and used to guide instruction.

For example, a teacher might ask students
to produce an initial response, then use

Al to revise or extend it. The assessment
does not focus on the revised product. It
focuses on the student'’s ability to evaluate
suggestions, make strategic decisions

and explain why specific changes were
accepted or rejected. Al supports the
process, but it does not replace it.

Another effective approach is designing tasks
grounded in class specific materials such as shared
texts, discussions or data sets. Al cannot respond
accurately without this context. Students must
apply knowledge rather than repeat generalized
information.

Learning science research, such as that of Bransford
Brown and Cocking, shows that transfer is strongest
when students apply knowledge in context rather
than reproduce decontextualized responses.

Performance assessments remain especially
powerful. Creating models, conducting
experiments, engaging in debates or producing
media projects all require judgment, trade-off
thinking and reflection. Even when Al supports
parts of the work, students must navigate
constraints and explain their decisions.

These moments reveal understanding that
cannot be automated. Scardamalia and Bereiter
who focus on deeper learning and knowledge
building highlight these kinds of tasks are
especially effective in revealing these kinds

of tasks as especially effective in revealing
understanding that develops over time.
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What Students Need to Learn About Al and Assessment

Students must learn to use Al transparently and responsibly. This includes
acknowledging when Al is used, describing how it influenced their thinking and
identifying where outputs are incomplete or flawed.

Research on civic
online reasoning makes
clear that evaluating
credibility and detecting
inaccuracies is no
longer optional. It is

a core literacy.

Wineburg and McGrew show that even strong
students struggle to evaluate digital information
without explicit instruction in verification and reasoning.

Students also need to experience Al as a tool for
revision and reflection rather than generation. Prompts
like "explain why this argument is weak” or “show me
two ways to clarify this paragraph” strengthen habits of
self assessment. Teachers reinforce a critical message:
thinking is the goal. Al is the support.

How Schools Can Support Strong Al Era Assessment

Schools need clear and human
centered guidelines that define
expectations for Al use.

When Al is appropriate
How students disclose its use

What constitutes over reliance.

Clarity reduces inequity and
prevents assessment from
becoming arbifrary or punitive.

Teachers also need time and support to
redesign assessments. Professional learning
communities can analyze student work,
identify where Al supported or undermined
thinking and refine tasks accordingly. Research
on effective professional learning shows that
sustained collaboration, not one off training,
drives meaningful change. This finding is
consistent across studies synthesized by
Darling-Hammond and the Learning Policy
Institute.

Infrastructure matters as well. Access to
devices, translation tools, and assistive
technology must be intentionally designed. If
Al access is uneven, assessment outcomes will
reflect those inequities rather than learning.
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FROM PRODUCT TO PROCESS:
Journey Based Assessment

Responding to this moment requires a
fundamental shift from valuing only final
products to honoring the learning process
itself. Journey Based Assessment, Future
Design School's approach to meaningful
assessment, moves assessment from isolated
checkpoints to ongoing evidence of growth.

Instead of capturing learning at a single
moment, JBA triangulates evidence through
observations, conversations and products.
This provides a richer, and more honest picture
of what students can do, how their thinking
evolves and where support is needed.

This approach reflects formative assessment
models that emphasize multiple sources of
evidence over time rather than single point
measures.

Assessment becomes less about catching
misuse and more about understanding
learning. Trust replaces surveillance.
Dialogue replaces detection. This shift also
redefines the educator's role. Teachers
move from content deliverers to coaches

of thinking, providing timely feedback that
supports what we describe as the Conscious
Pursuit of learning, where inquiry, reflection
and revision matter as much as outcomes.

Inoculating Assessment
Against the Al Shortcut

When generative Al can
produce polished work
instantly, relying solely on
final products no longer
protects integrity.

Journey Based Assessment
addresses this by focusing
on the journey of creation.

When educators observe
students planning,
iterating, revising and
explaining their thinking,
they assess learning that
cannot be faked. Integrity
is sustained through
relationships, dialogue and
visible growth rather than
monitoring tools.

From Content Delivery
to Human Coaching

As Al democratizes access
to information, the value

of teachers no longer lies
in being the sole source of
knowledge. It lies in their
ability to design learning
that requires judgment and
to coach students through
complexity.

Journey Based Assessment
creates space for this work.
Rather than managing
compliance and completion,
educators focus on feedback,
questioning and support.
Teachers help students
engage with uncertainty
rather than avoid it.

Critical Questioning:
The Skill of the Al Era

In an Al driven future, the most
valuable skill is not knowing

the answer. It is knowing which
questions to ask and how to test
the answers that appear.

Assessment that values
questioning moves students from
passive consumption to active
inquiry. When students must
justify assumptions, challenge
outputs and explain decisions,
they learn to direct Al rather
than defer to it. This is how
judgment is built. Knowledge
building research identifies
questioning, explanation and
idea improvement as central
drivers of deep learning.
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Data Informed
Personalization Without
Burnout

Journey Based Assessment
also allows technology to
reduce teacher workload
rather than increase it. Al
supported documentation
tools can help synthesize
observations and
conversations into
actionable insights.

This enables a strengths
based approach that tracks
cognitive and human skill
development alongside
academic learning. Students
are seen as learners in
motion rather than data
points frozen in time.

Valuing the
Uniquely Human

As machines become
more capable, human
capabilities become more
valuable. Judgment,
empathy, creativity and
ethical reasoning move
from secondary outcomes
to central ones.

Journey Based Assessment
elevates these from soft
skills to assessed priorities.
By aligning assessment
with graduate profiles and
shared values, schools
signal that how students
think and who they
become matter as much as
what they produce.

A More Honest Picture
of Learning

Al will not make assessment
irrelevant. It will make shallow
assessment irrelevant.

When schools design
assessments that require
reasoning, interpretation,
application and reflection, Al
becomes a context rather than
a threat. Students learn to

use it thoughtfully. Educators
gain clearer insight into
understanding.

This moment invites schools to
align assessment with what we
know about learning. When
we do, we protect integrity
not by restricting tools but by
designing for thinking.
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Al ASSESSMENT IN PRACTICE

Educators are designing assessment moments where
Al serves as a thinking partner—clarifying reasoning,
elevating student self assessment, and improving the
quality of evidence students produce.
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Formative Assessment
& Feedback

FEEDBACK CLARIFICATION

Students submit a draft to Al and
ask for three types of feedback: one
on clarity, one on structure, and one
on evidence. They assess which
feedback is valid, reject inaccuracies
and revise their work with a brief
justification of changes.

SUCCESS CRITERIA CALIBRATION

Before submitting work, students
provide Al with the rubric and ask it
to “predict” their performance level.
They then compare the Al-generated
assessment against their own self-
assessment, noting discrepancies
and revising where needed.

STUDENT CONFERENCES

Al generates targeted questions
based on a student’s problem solving
steps. Students respond in writing or
orally, giving teachers a clearer view
of their conceptual understanding.

Performance Tasks & Projects

DESIGN CRITIQUE LOOPS

For design or science projects,
students share prototypes or plans
with Al and request two critiques:
one technical and one user
centered. They decide which insights
strengthen their final product and
provide evidence of the changes
applied.

SCENARIO CHALLENGE TUNING
Students prompt Al to create
increasingly complex “what if"
scenarios related to their project.
Their ability to handle these scenarios
becomes part of the assessed criteria
on adaptability and reasoning.

Metacognition & Reflection

THINKING TRACE RECONSTRUCTION

After completing an assessment, students
ask Al to propose a likely reasoning path
for their solution. They annotate where the
Al's logic differs from their own, revealing
misconceptions or emergent strategies.

REVISION RATIONALE

Students show Al two versions of

their work and ask it to identify key
improvements. They then write a brief
reflection on which improvements were
intentional, which were accidental and
what they learned about their process.

Authentic & Applied Assessment

PORTFOLIO CURATION

Students feed Al a set of artifacts and ask it

to suggest themes or strengths across their
work. They accept or reject these suggestions
while composing a curated portfolio with
evidence based justification.

REAL WORLD CRITIQUE

Students prompt Al to play the role of a
stakeholder (client, scientist, policymaker). The
quality of student responses—and their ability
to adjust to nuanced feedback—becomes
part of the performance assessment.

Foundational Skills Checks

MISCONCEPTION SURFACING

Al generates common errors related to a skill
(e.g.. comma splices, chemical equations,
linear functions). Students diagnose the
errors and produce corrected versions,
demonstrating mastery through explanation.

ADAPTIVE PRACTICE WITH TRANSPARENCY

Students ask Al to generate practice items
at varied difficulty levels. They explain

why each item is easy, moderate, or hard,
demonstrating understanding of underlying
concepts—not just right answers.
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THE FAQS:

Answers to Your Hardest Questions on Al & Integrity

Across schools, conversations about Al and assessment are

no longer theoretical. They are immediate, practical and often
uncomfortable. Educators are being asked to protect academic
integrity in a world where work can be generated instantly, while
still designing learning that is meaningful, equitable and human.

The questions that follow are the ones we hear most often from teachers
and leaders navigating this shift. They are not signs of resistance. They are
signs of a profession recalibrating what counts as learning. Together, these
answers reflect a central idea of this report: integrity is no longer secured
primarily through detection or restriction. It is secured through intentional
design that makes thinking visible, values process over polish and positions
Al as a transparent thinking partner rather than a hidden shortcut.
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How can we trust that student work is actually their own if Al tools are everywhere?

Trust now comes from transparency in the process, not inspection of product alone. When
students document how they used Al through drafts, reflections and decision notes,
educators gain stronger evidence of learning than a final artifact ever provided. Thinking
becomes visible and infegrity is designed into the fask itself.

Classroom move: Require brief Al Use Notes that outline prompts used, decisions made
and where human judgment shaped the final work.

Is it even possible to prevent cheating when Al can draft essays or solve problems?

Prevention alone is no longer a sustainable strategy. It shifts aftenfion away from learning
and toward policing. Instead, tasks that require judgment, inferpretation, lived experience
or class specific context significantly reduce incentives for misuse.

Classroom move: Ask students to analyze a local issue, reflect on a shared experiment or
apply learning to an in class experience Al did not witness.

Should we bring back more in class tests to ensure authenticity?

In class assessments still have value, buf returning to them as a primary safeguard
misunderstands the problem Al creates. The goal is not to prove students worked alone
under surveillance, but to gather credible evidence of how they think.

Overreliance on timed tests privileges speed over reasoning and compliance over
understanding. Authenticity is strengthened through thoughtful design, not restriction.

A balanced system includes low stakes class demonstrations, drafts, and conferences
that reveal thinking, and authentic tasks that invite Al use but require human judgment to
defend outcomes.

Will Al detectors ever be accurate enough to rely on?
Current research is clear: Al detectors are unreliable, biased and easy to evade. They
often flag differences rather than dishonesty.

Best practice is to use detectors only as conversation starters, never as evidence for
discipline. The stronger solution is to shift from detection to design by teaching ethical use
and making thinking visible.

If students use Al, doesn't that invalidate our assessment data?

Only when learning goals are unclear. When assessment prioritizes thinking rather than
typing, decision making rather than drafting and understanding rather than output, Al use
does not obscure learning. It clarifies it. Clarity of purpose protects validity.
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Isn't Al assisted work unfair if some
students have more access than
others?

Equity concerns are real and solvable.
This moment mirrors earlier shifts with
calculators, word processors and internet
access. The principle still applies:

provide baseline access in school, teach
responsible use and clarify expectations.

Classroom move: Ensure all students
have access to school approved Al tools
during key stages of assignments.

Will Al widen achievement gaps rather
than close them?

It could if left unstructured. But

when used as a scaffold for

feedback, language support and idea
development, Al can narrow gaps by
offering personalized assistance. The key
is guidance. Students must be taught
how to use Al to learn, not shortcut.

Do multilingual learners lose
opportunities to practice language if Al
can rewrite their work?

Not when Al is positioned as a learning
partner rather than a replacement.
Comparing a student draft with an Al
revision and annotating changes turns Al
into a language coach, not a substitute for
language production.

What about students with IEPs or
accommodations? Does Al undermine
support structures?

Al can strengthen Universal Design for
Learning when used intentionally and
transparently. Tools like text simplification,
multimodal explanations and spoken
output reduce access barriers without
lowering cognitive demand.

The key is documentation. When supports
are named and reflected on, educators
can interpret learning accurately

while preserving student agency.

If Al writes or solves things for students, how do they learn foundational skills?

Foundational skills still matter, but the learning sequence is shifting. Students must
develop enough understanding to evaluate Al output, refine prompts and detect errors.
Critiquing and improving tool generated work becomes part of demonstrating mastery.

Are we lowering standards by allowing Al use?

Not when standards shift from producing information to analyzing, applying and
justifying it. High standards now include verification, iteration and ethical decision
making. These expectations raise the bar rather than lower it.

Will students become dependent on Al?

Dependence comes from unstructured use. Agency comes from guided practice.
When students are taught when to think independently and when to use tools
strategically, Al becomes support rather than substitute.

What does mastery mean if Al can outperform students?

Mastery is no longer about producing work in isolation. It is about understanding
concepts deeply and using tools wisely to extend thinking. Judgment replaces
replication as the marker of expertise.
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Do we have to redesign all our
assessments right now?

No. Start small. Add reflective checkpoints,
require process documentation or redesign
one task per unit. Coherence grows through
iteration, not overhaul.

How do we assess process when Al is
involved?

Process becomes evidence through drafts,
brainstorming notes, screenshots of Al
interactions and short reflections. When
process is expected, it becomes visible.

What does a rubric look like when
students use Al?

Effective rubrics include clarity of purpose
for Al use, quality of human decision making,
accuracy of understanding, ethical use and
reflection on learning. Rubrics reward how
students work, not just what they submit.

Do teachers need to be Al experts?

No. Teachers need clarity on learning
goals and a few reliable routines to
guide Al use. Pedagogy comes first.
Tools come second.

If Al can give feedback instantly,
what is the teacher’s role?

Teachers provide what Al cannot;
contextual understanding, emotional
insight and nuanced judgment. Al
handles drafting level feedback.
Teachers coach deeper thinking.

What if students know more about
Al tools than | do?

This is an opportunity, not a threat.
Inviting students to share strategies
while guiding them toward ethical
and rigorous use builds shared
ownership of learning.

How do we ensure coherence when different teachers use Al differently?

Coherence comes from shared principles, not identical tools. Agree on norms such as
transparency, purpose and equity. Consistency in values matters more than uniformity in practice.

From Policing to Empowering

The goal of assessment in the age of Al is not to build better systems for catching
misuse. It is to build better environments for thinking. When schools focus solely on
restriction, they fight a losing battle. When they design for judgment, process and human
decision making, integrity becomes a natural outcome of learning.

Al does not diminish the importance of assessment. It clarifies it. What matters now is
not whether students can generate answers, but whether they can question, verify and
create meaning alongside powerful tools. That is the work of education and it remains

profoundly human.
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When machines can generate answers instantly, the
role of the classroom must shift. The question is no
longer whether students will use Al, but whether learning
will still require judgment, effort and understanding.

If schools continue to reward polished output without visible
thinking, we risk teaching performance instead of reasoning. This
manifesto names what classrooms should protect and redesign fo
keep learning deeply human in an Al shaped world.
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What Teaching Must
Protect and Promote
in an Al Shaped World

We believe:

Thinking matters more than output,

Speed is not the same as understanding.
Struggle is not failure. It is formation.
Judgment is more valuable than answers.
Revision is evidence of learning, not weakness.

We commit to:

Designing tasks that require explanation, justification and choice.
Making thinking visible before grading products.

Valuing depth over completion.

Expecting students to challenge, revise and

contextualize Al generated ideas.

Teaching students when to use tools and

when fo think without them.

We will stop:

Rewarding work that can be completed without understanding.
Confusing polish with learning.
Treating Al as either a shortcut or a threat.

Asking questions that only require retfrieval
when inferpretation is possible.

We will build classrooms where:

Students explain how they know, nof just what they know.
Mistakes are freated as information.

Al is a thinking partner, not a thinking replacement.
Teachers guide judgment, not just task completion.

Because the purpose of school is not to
compete with machines. It is to develop the
human capacities machines cannot replace.
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We're helping schools
and districts around
the world leverage Al
effectively.

Ask us about our Al Microcredentials and
professional development opportunities.

>> Learn more: bit.ly/futuredesignschool-ai
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SECTION 04:

Case Studies

—

This final section moves from theory to proof.
Through case studies from real classrooms,
it shows what's possible when Al is used with
clear intent: not to speed up output but to
strengthen cognitive resilience — attention,
effort and independent thinking.

These examples spoftlight teachers who have
learned to harness Al as a learning fool while
upskilling in assessment practices that actually
measure understanding: rich tasks, visible thinking,
timely feedback and defensible judgment. The
message is practical and urgent: when educators
build the right assessment muscles and design for
deeper cognition, Al becomes an accelerator of
learning — noft a substitute for it.
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From Detection to Direction:

TanenbaumCHAT's
Strafegic Al Transformation

TanenbaumCHAT is one of the largest community Jewish high schools in
North America, serving a diverse student body dedicated to academic
excellence and character development.

Anchored in the school’s Strategic Plan 2025-2030 (specifically Pillar 1: Academic
Excellence), TanenbaumCHAT's partnership with Future Design School reflects a

deliberate shift in mindset rather than a reaction to a tool. The central goal was
clear and increasingly urgent: to move from a defensive posture focused on “Al
for cheating” toward a learning centered approach that treats Al as a context that
demands stronger thinking, not weaker expectations.
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Rather than asking how to stop Al use, leaders began
asking a different question: how do we design learning and
assessment so thaf thinking, judgment and integrity are visible
regardless of the fools students use?

and sustained professional learning, the school began redefining
what future readiness looks like in practice.

E// Through a structured process of consulfation, guideline development

PHASE 1:
Strategic Alignment & Data Driven Insights

The work began in April 2025 with deep strategic sessions involving senior leadership, including
the Head of School, Principals and leaders from admissions, advancement and operations. This
ensured that decisions about Al were anchored in the school’s values and vision, not isolated
within classrooms alone.

Renee Cohen, TanenbaumCHAT's Principal,

notes that the learning started with To inform next steps, Future Design
leadership: “To ensure that the integration School supported the deployment
of Al at TanenbaumCHAT remains deeply of Al perception surveys across
rooted in our mission, our administrative students, faculty and staff.

team first embarked on an intensive learning
journey of our own. We recognized that
leading this strategic shift required more
than just policy; it demanded a personal
commitment to growth and a profound
understanding of these transformative
technological advancements. By immersing = 80% of students believed clear
ourselves in this work alongside Future rules existed.

Design School, we gained the clarity and
confidence necessary to lead our school
into this new era. In doing so, we have
modeled the very growth mindset we

instill in our students, empowering them to
harness Al as a catalyst for critical thinking,
collaborative problem-solving, digital
literacy, creativity, and innovation. Af every
level of our institution, we are dedicated

The results revealed a significant
gap between belief and practice:

= 77% of students reported using Al
for schoolwork.

= Only 20% of teachers felt there
were clear school-wide guidelines.

This disconnect made visible a familiar
challenge in the Al era: students were already
learners committed to academic excellence adapting faster than the systems designed to
and to ensuring our students possess the guide them. The data underscored the need
essential skills fo thrive in post-secondary for a shared, fransparent framework to support
education and the world beyond.” consistency across all departments,
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PHASE 2:
Defining the Vision with the C.H.A.T. Framework

Drawing on global guidance from organizations such as UNESCO and ISTE, and shaped by the
school's own priorities, TanenbaumCHAT leaders collaborated with Future Design School to draft
updated Al Guidelines.

At the center of this work is the C.H.A.T. Framework, designed to help students engage with Al
in ways that preserve human agency:

4

4

4

»

C - Critical Use: Evaluating outputs for bias, hallucinations, and accuracy.
H - Human First: Ensuring Al supports—but never replaces—student thinking.
A - Attribute: Mandating transparency, proper citation, and academic honesty.

T - Thoughtful Use: Using Al purposefully to enhance specific learning goals.

The framework infenfionally avoids positioning Al as neutral or authoritative. Instead, it reinforces
the expectation that students remain responsible for judgment and decision making. *“We aren't
just teaching students how to use a tool; we are teaching them a new workflow. The Human-
Al-Human model begins with human curiosity, utilizes Al for augmentation, and concludes with
human judgment and accountability.” says Cohen.

PHASE 3:
Sustained Professional Learning

Recognizing that cultural change requires more than one off training, TanenbaumCHAT
invested in ongoing professional learning designed to build confidence and fluency over time.

Kick Off Summit | June 2025: Teachers pilofed and refined assessments that required
students to document and explain their Al inferactions, supported by feedback and
collaborative review leveraging tools like Gemini and NotebookLM.

Iterative Design Cycles | Sept-Nov 2025: Teachers iterated on assessments that
required transparent student Al use, receiving ongoing feedback from Future Design
School strategists.

Advanced Fluency Sessions | November 2025 Later sessions introduced advanced
workflows using Gemini Gems to create custom chatbots (such as "Essay Revision
Partners”), while operational staff received failored fraining on data fransformation
and scheduling optimization.

Operation Staff PD | November 2025: Recognizing that Al affects the entire
school ecosystem, tailored sessions supported staff in admissions, inance and
advancement to use Al ethically and efficiently in their own contexts.
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PHASE 4:
“Green Light” Assessments and Journey Based Assessment

A defining move in the transformation was the commitment that every course would include at least
one “Green Light” assessment, where Al use is explicitly permitted under the C.H.AT. framework.

Rather than attempting to restrict Al, these assessments are designed to make thinking visible.
This aligns directly with Journey Based Assessment, which shifts attention away from static final
products foward evidence of learning over time.

KEY FEATURES INCLUDE: Together, these moves support the Conscious
Pursuit of learning, where inquiry and reflection
1. Triangulating Evidence: Gathering carry as much weight as oufcomes.
data through student products,
live observations, and intentional Cohen recognizes the challenges that come
learning conversations. with this change, and gives credit to the
teachers for embracing that shift. “Stepping
2. Valuing the Process: Watfching a info the world of Al requires bravery. | am

student iterate, struggle, and pivot

, : immensely proud of our teachers for trading
in ways an algorithm cannot fake.

the comfort of the familiar for the potential of

3. The Educator as Coach: the new. By leaning into professional learning

Moving from a deliverer of with such vigor, they have ensured that at
content to a human coach who TanenbaumCHAT, we aren't just reacting to the
provides targeted feedback. future, we are actively shaping it
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Green Light Assessments in Action

GRADE 11 BIOLOGY:
Meiosis Modelling

» The Task: Students use an Al
image generator to create a
diagram of a specific phase
of meiosis.

» The Thinking: Students must
iteratively refine prompts to

correct scientfific inaccuracies,

requiring precise biological
understanding.

» The Assessment: Students
are assessed on their ability
to identify errors, explain
refinements and defend
biological accuracy in a brief
oral explanation. The final
image matters less than the
reasoning behind it.

GRADE 10 ENGLISH:
Essay Revision

» The Task: Students write an
initial essay independently,
then use Al for targeted
feedback on clarity or
structure.

» The Thinking: Al is positioned
as a Socratic coach, not a
content generator.

» The Assessment: Students
are evaluated on which
feedback they accept or
reject and why, documented
through annotated revisions
and short verbal justification.
The focus is on editorial
judgment.

WHY THIS MATTERS

GRADE 12 BUSINESS:
Professional Branding

» The Task: Students
use Al as a branding
consulfant fo explore
career alignment and
draft profile language.

» The Thinking: Students
remain the authority
on voice, values and
positioning.

» The Assessment:
Students revise Al
oufpufs fo reflect
personal identity and
parficipate in peer
critique, reinforcing
judgment and audience
awareness.

GRADE 11 ENVIRONMENTAL SCI:
Agriculture Inquiry

» The Task: Students
conduct original research
before using Al to organize
or synthesize findings.

» The Thinking: Al outputs
are treated as hypotheses,
not facts.

» The Assessment: Students
verify Al claims through
lateral reading and
document fransparency
through chat logs and
reflective commentary,
demonstrating
Constructive Doubt in
action.

GRADE 9 ENGINEERING:
Personal Logo Iteration

» The Task: Students design
a personal logo using
Al tools across multiple
prompt iterations.

» The Thinking: Students
act as creative directors,
refining prompts to
improve aesthetic
coherence and alignment
with intent.

» The Assessment: Students
document prompt
evolufion and synthesize
a final "master prompt,”
demonstrating infentional
decision making rather
than passive generation.

GRADE 12 PHYSICS:
Hooke's Law Investigation

» The Task: Students
collect experimental
data manually, then
use Al selectively for
mathematical analysis
support.

» The Thinking: Al serves
as a fechnical consultant,
not a dafa source.

» The Assessment:
Students verify Al assisted
calculations against
their own reasoning and
defend conclusions in an
oral conference, ensuring
Human First analysis.

Across subjects, these assessments share a common design principle: Al use is permitted,
visible and purposeful, while thinking, judgment and accountability remain unmistakably human.
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PHASE 5:

Parent Engagement & Shared Understanding

To support coherence beyond the Moving forward, the entire TanenbaumCHAT
classroom, TanenbaumCHAT engaged community recognizes that the change required is
parents through education sessions ongoing. “While our final destination in this digital
fhat framed Al infegrafion through evolution remains a moving target, one thing is
core Jewish values such as yashrut now undeniable: Al has fundamentally changed
(infegrity) and achrayut (responsibility). how we teach. Many of our teachers have moved

This helped reinforce a consistent past the idea of Al as a standalone ‘green light’
message: Al does not diminish assessment; instead, they are weaving it info
accountability. It increases the the very fabric of their curricula. It has become
importance of ethical judgment and a constant thread that enhances critical thinking
personal responsibility. and creativity across every discipline.”

Schools ready to ensure Al strengthens learning rather than shortcuts it are redesigning
assessment, clarifying shared expectations and making student thinking visible; to explore
how this work can unfold for your students, email team@futuredesignschool.com
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Cultivating Constructive
Doubt & Cognitive Resilience:

Trafalgar Castle School

As artificial intelligence reshapes the educational landscape, many
schools are rethinking how they respond — moving away from detection
based approaches toward models that preserve human agency and
deep thinking. Trafalgar Castle School offers one example of how this
shift can take shape in practice.
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Trafalgar Castle School
began exploring Al
early and engaged in
collaborative planning
in 2023 as part of

a broader strategy
to align technology
use with its learning
values.

Future Design School initially
partnered with the team at
Trafalgar to support shared
sense making around Al's
implications for teaching

and learning, and over

time the work evolved into
deeper conversations about
Constructive Doubt — both
with younger students not yet
using Al and with middle and
high school students actively
engaging with if.

Laurie Kuchirka, Dean of Academics
at Trafalgar Castle, says that critical
thinking was the foundational starting
point for any conversations about Al.
“There was some trepidation about
how we would approach this turning
point. Our faculty questioned what
knowledge and skills they would

be responsible for teaching about

Al and alongside it. We had done
some internal work looking at our
Future Ready Competencies as

the foundational groundwork for
approaching Al skill development.
But having someone come in who's
as reputable as Future Design School
gave credibility to the importance

of stepping into these conversations
and to teaching explicitly how to
leverage Al safely and thoughtfully.
[FDSI balanced the need for caution
in Al interactions while deepening
our understanding of its systemic
impact on assessment and classroom
pedagogy. They provided the expertise
to scale our students’ skills and
competencies, specifically introducing
the framework of Constructive Doubt
as a vital lens for Al engagement.”

Across sessions, the emphasis
remained consistent: Al was
positioned not as an answer engine,
but as a context that makes strong
thinking skills more necessary, not less.

Teachers began designing learning
experiences that moved students
away from passive Al use — where

a question is entered and an answer
accepted — toward intentional
engagement that required judgment,
questioning and revision.
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At the same time, Trafalgar
Castle School introduced
Responsible Generative Al
and Technology Use Policies.

These agreements support
consistency across classrooms by
requiring explicit insfruction in prompf
design, oufput evaluation and ethical
use, reinforcing the message that Al is
a thinking partner, not a shortfcut.

The result has been a clearer focus
on process, reasoning and learning
rather than speed or polish.

Kuchirka explains that although they were
early adopters of Al in the classroom,

as a school, they are “intentional about
when we lean in to build Al skills and
when we lean out to ensure we're
fostering the human-centered skills
necessary to leverage Al safely, ethically
and effectively. In fact, there's been

a lot of discussion about when not to
use Al or technology at all — when

we opt for paper and pen, Harkness
discussions around a table, or 5 minutes
of silent reading with a physical novel.

By prioritizing these tech-free
experiences, we create space for students
to sharpen skills like collaboration,
communication, and creative thinking.
These moments cultivate the skills
required to navigate a world that is
increasingly full of distractions.”

When Al is integrated into the classroom,
Trafalgar teachers prioritize making its

use explicit. This approach encourages
students to challenge initial responses,
iterate on their thinking, and articulate the
process and rationale behind their evolving
ideas. Trafalgar strategically employs

Al tools that afford teachers oversight
while simultaneously guiding students to
leverage other Al resources autonomously.

Kurchika has observed that "Al can be

a powerful tool for helping teachers to

pull on the threads of learning that are
happening in the classroom in discussions
with Al. Al tools can provide unique
windows into the personalized learning
paths students are navigating, making
their critical thinking more visible. This
transparency offers a powerful opportunity
for teachers to provide explicit and tailored
feedback, and models of thinking."
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Below are examples of how Trafalgar teachers are
embedding Constructive Doubt and Cognitive
Resilience into daily classroom practice.

Fostering Constructive Doubt Through Multi Angle Review

Constructive Doubt is the discipline of pausing, questioning and examining before
believing or reacting. In an Al saturated environment, it functions as a practical thinking

habit rather than an abstract ideal.

In a Grade 9 Visual Arts activity, Ms. Wainman
created a structured learning space using Al
supported inquiry routines where students
practiced multi angle evaluation while
researching the Group of Seven. Rather

than accepting a single Al generated

interpretation, students were required to
examine historical context and explore
artistic meaning through multiple lenses.

This approach disrupted the sense of
finality that Al responses can create.
Students were prompted to identify what
was missing, whose perspectives were
underrepresented and how meaning

shifts depending on context. By requiring
students to generate questions rather than
collect answers, the task reinforced that
understanding is constructed, not delivered.

Bias Assessment and Scrutinizing the “Black Box"

Research suggests that higher trust in Al often correlates with reduced critical
engagement. When models are treated as neutral or authoritative, students may
disengage from the evaluative work that learning requires.

In a Grade 10 History lesson, Ms. Boyle used an Al
tutor to explore the lives of Canadian women in the

The lesson made visible an
essential habit; bias assessment is

1920s. Students quickly noticed that most Al responses not optional. and responsibility rests
reflected the experiences of white, middle class women. with the user.

Rather than correcting the model immediately, the
class paused to ask: “Whose story is being told?
Who is missing? What assumptions are shaping this
response?” Students then revised their prompts to
seek out other perspectives and compared results.

Similar practices appear in the
middle school as well. In Grade

6, Ms. Watson uses “True Story or
Fake News?" routines to build early
discernment skills, helping students

Through this process, students recognized that while Al practice separating signal from
could surface alternative narratives, it often defaults to noise — a foundational competency

dominant ones unless guided otherwise.

in Trafalgar's graduate profile.
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Making Thinking Visible: From Product to Process

One of the central challenges

schools face in the age of

Al is assessment. When
polished products are easily
generated, learning must be
evidenced elsewhere.

At Trafalgar Castle School,
Journey Based Assessment
shifts attention from final
artifacts to the thinking that
produces them. Growth

is documented through
conversations, observations
and iterative work over time.

In a Grade 12 English class, Ms. Coyle and Ms. Phillips
asked students to write "mirror poems” inspired by a
chosen text. A required component of the task was
transparency: students submitted initial prompts, Al
outputs and annotated revisions showing how ideas
evolved.

The value of the task did not lie in the poem itself, but in
how students made decisions — what they kept, what
they rejected and why. By marking moments where

they challenged or refined Al suggestions, students
demonstrated cognitive agency rather than dependence.

This approach reframed Al from a shortcut into a catalyst
for iteration. Students received immediate feedback, but
learning remained grounded in human judgment and
sustained engagement.

Modeling Responsible Use and Prompt Design

For Al to strengthen learning rather than replace it, students must see
responsible use modeled consistently.

In Grade 9 Science, Mr. Spessot explicitly taught prompt design strategies to
reduce hallucinations and bias. Students then practiced crafting their own prompts
using shared guidelines, learning firsthand how input quality shapes output quality.

This reinforced a central message of Al literacy: Al is human directed, and
responsibility remains with the thinker. Students were not learning how to get
better answers — they were learning how to ask better questions.
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Leveraging Al as A Tool for Metacognitive Reflection

Al offers students immediate feedback that becomes even more effective when
integrated info the classroom with reflective discussion.

In Ms. Coyle's Grade 12 AP English class, for example, students used a custom online Al space
to sharpen their critical thinking and ability to connect evidence to a main argument or claim.
Crucially, this space was designed to prompt the student'’s thinking, reversing the typical

student-prompts-Al interaction.

Students utilized this Al not just for independent practice, but also during in class activities. This
interaction was coupled with a group discussion to unpack the feedback. By having both the Al
tool and the teacher act as coaches during this process, students didn't simply receive feedback;
they were actively prompted to reflect on that feedback and its impact on their ongoing learning.

A Living Roadmap

Looking fo the future, as a Grade 4-12 school, Trafalgar is currently developing a
comprehensive scope and sequence from grade 4 to 12. A core component of this framework
focuses on the critical analysis of Al and its explicit integration info the existing curriculum.

They are teaching students to counter

Al sycophancy, interrogate bias, evaluate
outputs and ensure a ‘human in the loop'.
By mapping these skills across grades 4
to 12, the school is ensuring a cohesive,
building block approach.

Furthermore, students are engaging with
profound questions regarding the ethical,
legal, and societal impact of Al, as well as
inquiries such as "What is co-creation, and
what does originality mean in the age of
Al?" and 'How do we embrace creativity
alongside a tool like this?’ Through this
approach, Al is transformed from a
potential detriment to critical thinking into
a powerful spark for intellectual inquiry.

Trafalgar's approach has emphasized staff
learning, transparency and alignment with its
graduate profile. Rather than positioning Al as
a standalone initiative, the school has treated
it as an extension of existing commitments to
Jjudgment, discernment and reflective learning.

This work unfolded within existing curriculum,
assessment and classroom structures,
demonstrating that cognitive resilience can be
strengthened without abandoning what already
works.

Their experience illustrates a broader lesson
echoed throughout this report: in a world where
information is abundant and easily generated,
the enduring human advantage lies in
Jjudgment, perspective and the ability to decide
what to trust, question and revise.

Schools that want Al to deepen rather than dilute thinking are embedding Constructive Doubt,

cognitive resilience and visible process into everyday practice; to explore how this approach can
evolve within your own curriculum and culture, email team@futuredesignschool.com
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Building a Future Ready District:
Rainy River Distfrict School Board's
Strategic Al Transformation

In many school systems, artificial intelligence arrived suddenly,
creating uncertainty about what it means for teaching, learning

and assessment. At the Rainy River District School Board, the
conversation began differently. It started with students asking for it.

What followed was not a quick rollout of new tools, but a deliberate district
wide effort to understand the implications of Al for learning. Working in
partnership with Future Design School, RRDSB has developed a thoughtful
implementation strategy that builds knowledge and confidence at every
level of the system, from district leadership through to classroom practice.

Through this approach, the district is positioning both educators and
students to engage with Al critically, responsibly and creatively.
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Leadership Strategy: The NOEL Consortium

RRDSB's journey started with an Al
keynote for students, and following

that, the district adopted a thoughtful,

tiered approach to the rollout of Al
for staff, ensuring that leadership was
prepared to guide the transition. This
began with RRDSB leaders attending
the Al Professional Learning Series
facilitated by Future Design School
for the NOEL Consortium (Northern
Ontario Education Leaders).

In May and September 2025,

and January 2026, leaders from
RRDSB joined colleagues from
eight other school districts to
unpack practical skills and share
innovative ideas for Al integration.

These sessions provided a unique opportunity for
cross-board collaboration, allowing leaders to:

4

4

Explore Tools: Engaging in hands-on practice
with fools like Google Gemini, Microsoft Copilot,
and NotebooklM fo understand their potential
for both administrative and educational tasks.

Analyze Data: Using Al to analyze and
synthesize confent from key documents and
explore spreadsheet analytics, directly linking
back fto the district's data-driven goals.

Discuss Ethics and Policy: The sessions
facilitated deep discussions on Al use
guidelines, privacy, and data security, ensuring
a responsible implementation strategy.

The impact was immediate. Participants moved from “early adopters” to “enthusiastic optimists,”
leaving the sessions equipped with concrete strategies to take back to their district.

Empowering Principals:

Operational Efficiency and Instructional Leadership

With district level leadership
aligned, the next phase
focused on building capacity
among school principals.

In August and September
2025, all principals in the
district attended targeted
training sessions designed
to help them think through
operational efficiency and
Instructional Leadership.

Principals utilized a
Human Centered Design
sprint approach to set
measurable goals for
literacy and numeracy,
aligning their school's
vision with district
priorities. They explored
how Al could act as

a thought partner to
improve performance
and save time.

Principals practiced

using Al to draft complex
communications leveraging
approaches such as style
prompting, Al agents, and
knowledge base application.
By the end of the training,
principals were equipped

to model the use of Al

tools, preparing them to
support their teachers in the
upcoming district wide rollout.
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Teacher Professional Development: Building Literacies and Skills

The rollout strategy continued

Establishing a Common Language

in a district wide Professional

Development (PD) Day in
October 2025, involving
approximately 200 teachers. The
day was structured to provide a
unified foundation followed by
role specific application.

All teachers gathered for a morning session
focused on Prompt Engineering. This session
grounded the staff in the RRDSB Artificial
Intelligence Guiding Principles, which
emphasize using Al responsibly and ethically,
ensuring transparency, protecting privacy, and
enhancing—not replacing—teaching expertise.

Targeted Application

To ensure relevance, the afternoon was divided into two distinct streams:

ELEMENTARY (K-7): Preparing Young Learners & Supercharging Productivity

Teachers in this stream focused on protecting and strengthening the natural
questioning skills of younger students. They explored activities such as “Storytelling.”
where students compare a story told by a teacher versus one generated by a digital
voice assistant to discuss the value of human imagination. The session emphasized
critical thinking skills in the Age of Al, helping teachers design lessons that foster
critical thinking and Constructive Doubt even without direct student access to Al tools.

SECONDARY (8-12): Student Skill Development & Building Al Literacies

High school teachers focused on leveraging Al as a skills planning partner. They
utilized NotebookLM to upload curriculum documents and generate resources,
study guides, and process oriented rubrics. A key focus was Making Thinking
Visible, where teachers learned to design assignments that require students to
submit their Al prompts and iterations alongside their final work—transforming
the assessment process from product focused to process focused.
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“Our goal has never been to rush toward Al adoption. Instead,
we have focused on building the knowledge, confidence,

and ethical grounding needed to use these tools responsibly.
Through our partnership with Future Design School and our

collaboration within NOEL, we are empowering educators
to integrate Al in ways that strengthen - not replace - the
human elements of teaching and learning.”

— HEATHER CAMPBELL

DIRECTOR OF EDUCATION | RAINY RIVER SCHOOL BOARD

What's Next?

With foundational systems,
leadership capacity and classroom
practice in place, RRDSB is now
positioned to focus on the most
consequential next phase of

Al integration: assessment.

The district's next steps centre on
exploring how Al can transform
assessment from a measure of product

to a window into learning. This includes
designing assessment practices that
value thinking, iteration and decision
making, rather than task completion alone.
Teachers will experiment with approaches
that require students to document
prompts, revisions and reflections,

making learning processes visible.
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At a system level, RRDSB will continue to
refine assessment literacy in the age of

Al, supporting educators to distinguish
between appropriate Al use, over reliance
and academic integrity concerns. This
work is grounded in the belief that Al does
not diminish rigor but demands greater
clarity about what we value and assess.

As this phase evolves, Future Design School
will continue to partner with RRDSB to
support curriculum aligned assessment
design, shared exemplars and professional
dialogue. Together, the district is moving
toward an assessment model that reflects
the realities of an Al enabled world while
strengthening human judgment, critical
thinking and student ownership of learning.
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A Playbook for Education Leaders

The shift schools are navigating is not primarily technological. It is cognitive.

As Al systems become capable of producing work that appears to be thinking, the real
leadership challenge is no longer about devices, detection or policies. It is about protecting
the conditions under which thinking continues to develop.

In the Era of Cognitive Self Defense, leadership means moving beyond reaction and
designing schools that deliberately cultivate judgment, resilience and human agency.

The following five steps offer a practical
playbook for leaders who want to meet this
moment with clarity rather than caution.
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STEP ONE:

Reframe the Narrative:
From a Cheating Problem to
a Cognitive One

The most serious risk is not that students
will use Al to break rules. It is that they will
use it to bypass the struggle that builds
understanding. Leaders must change the
story the community is telling.

Name the cognitive crisis.

Talk openly with staff, students and families
about cognitive offloading. Frame the issue
not as misconduct but as brain health.
Attention, memory and reasoning are muscles.
When they are not exercised, they weaken.

Define the human advantage.

Revisit graduate profiles and learning
commitments. Make explicit that the purpose
of school is not just producing work but
developing thinkers. Prioritize capacities

Al cannot replace: judgment, empathy,
adaptability and creativity.

STEP TWO:.

Inoculate Assessment: Shift
to Journey Based Assessment

If assessment relies on final products solely,
it is already obsolete. Integrity is no longer
protected through restriction but through
design.

Mandate transparent Al use.

Require every course to include assessments
that explicitly allow Al as a collaborator, with
students documenting how it was used.

This removes concealment and elevates
accountability.

Triangulate evidence of learning.

Expect assessment to draw from three sources:

observations, conversations and products.
W¥hen students must explain and defend their
thinking, understanding becomes visible.

Make thinking non negotiable.

Normalize oral defenses, process checks
and revision conferences. If a student cannot
explain their work, the learning is incomplete.
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Operationalize
Cognitive
Resilience

Focus does not improve
through reminders alone. It
improves through design.

Treat attention as a
learning outcome.

Set school wide
expectations for sustained
focus. Gradually lengthen
deep work blocks. Protect
time for reading, writing
and problem solving
without interruption.

Protect slow thinking.

Audit schedules and
curriculum for unintended
incentives around speed
and completion. Build

in protocols that require
students to sit with
ambiguity, revisit ideas
and iterate over time.

Equip every student
with a cognitive toolkit.

Normalize language like
struggle on purpose,
revision mindset and
constructive doubt. When
students understand that
friction signals growth,
persistence increases.
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Equip Staff with
Fluency, Not
Just Tools

One off training on Al fools
will nhot create change.
Teachers need new
professional fluencies.

Prioritize instructional
design.

Support teachers in
designing tasks that
demand judgment:

work grounded in local
context, lived experience
and collaborative

sense making.

Model constructive doubt.

Expect adults to
question Al openly. Verify
sources. Surface bias.
Demonstrate intellectual
humility. Classrooms
become laboratories

for discernment.

Affirm the shift from
delivery to coaching.

As content access
becomes universal, the
teacher’s value lies in
feedback, relationship and
mentorship. Free teachers
from rote delivery so

they can coach thinking.

Lead with
Responsiveness,
Not Rigidity

Static plans cannot keep
pace with dynamic systems.
What must remain stable
are values, not tactics.

Create shared principles,
not exhaustive rules.

Anchor decision making
in simple norms such as
Critical Use, Human First
and Attribution. Shared
language supports ethical
judgment better than
detailed compliance lists.

Use data for insight,

not surveillance.
Leverage Al to synthesize
information and identify
patterns but keep

interpretation human centered.

Build richer portraits of

learners, not tighter monitoring

systems.

Model learning publicly

Leaders must act as head
learners. Name uncertainty.
Pilot with students and
staff. Share what works

and what does not. Trust
grows when learning is
visible at every level.

Schools cannot ban their way to the future and they cannot
automate their way to excellence. The path forward is to build
cultures that value thinking over efficiency and learning over polish.
When leaders design for cognitive resilience, transparent assessment
and human judgment, Al becomes a tool rather than a threat.

Machines may do the processing. Our responsibility is to ensure
students still do the thinking. That is the real work of leadership in
the Era of Cognitive Self Defense.
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We can help.

Our feam supports schools with strategic
planning, professional development and
actionable dafta analysis.
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