
DIGITAL TRAILBLAZERS
LESSONS FROM A SCHOOL ON THE FRONTIER OF ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

BY TARA MOON

MAY 2026



About the Author
Tara Moon is a FutureEd policy analyst.

About FutureEd
FutureEd is an independent, solution-oriented think tank at Georgetown 

University’s McCourt School of Public Policy, committed to bringing fresh 

energy to the causes of excellence, equity, and efficiency in K-12 and higher 

education. Follow us on Twitter at @FutureEdGU

Usage
The non-commercial use, 

reproduction, and distribution of 

this report is permitted. 

© 2026 FutureEd



DIGITAL TRAILBLAZERS
LESSONS FROM A SCHOOL ON THE FRONTIER OF ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

TABLE OF CONTENTS

	 Foreword

2	 Digital Trailblazers

3	 In The Classroom

5	 Facing the Future

7	 Lagging Policies

8	 Lessons for Policymakers

10	 Endnotes



D I G I T A L  T R A I L B L A Z E R S

www.future-ed.org

Foreword

Artificial intelligence has arrived in America’s schools faster than most educators 
and policymakers were prepared for. In less than four years, generative AI tools 
have moved from novelty to everyday reality for millions of students and teachers, 
reshaping how young people complete assignments, access information, and 
increasingly, how they learn.

The speed of that change has left many schools scrambling to respond, to identify 
the best and most responsible uses of a powerful new technology. 

To help educators and education policymakers and practitioners navigate that task, 
FutureEd Policy Analyst Tara Moon, a former teacher, has profiled a school in the 
vanguard of the AI revolution in education. Within days of the release of ChatGPT 
in November 2022, Washington Leadership Academy, a charter high school in the 
District of Columbia serving predominantly Black, Brown, and low-income students, 
began exploring ways to weave AI into the school’s fabric.

This report examines what has happened at WLA in the three and a half years 
since then, providing a revealing window into what meaningful AI implementation 
can look like in schools, while illuminating the difficult questions about cheating, 
creativity, privacy, and the future role of teachers that AI poses. It explores how 
schools can help students become not merely consumers of AI, but critical thinkers 
capable of understanding its strengths, limitations, and consequences. And it 
highlights the conditions, tradeoffs, and resources required to ensure that many of 
the nation’s students aren’t left behind in the coming AI revolution. It is the first in a 
series of FutureEd projects on AI in education.

We’re grateful to the staff at Washington Leadership Academy for inviting us into 
their school and sharing their story. 

FutureEd Senior Policy Analyst Bella DiMarco managed production of the report, while 
Molly Breen and Merry Alderman lent their considerable talents to editing and design. 

Thomas Toch 
Director, FutureEd

http://www.future-ed.org
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pressure to respond to AI, but policy guidance 
and systemwide support has lagged. While many 
schools are still deciding whether to allow AI at 
all, the technology has already crept its way into 
classrooms, and increasingly so: in December 2025, 
the share of high school students who reported 
using AI for homework rose to 63 percent, up from 
49 percent just months earlier.1

Meanwhile, WLA has been deploying AI throughout 
the school in everything from administrative tasks to 
lesson planning to independent student work. 

The school’s decision to embrace AI was not 
incidental. As D.C.’s first computer science charter 
high school, WLA was already preparing students for 
a technology-driven world. But for WLA’s leadership, 
AI does more than enhance instruction or improve 
operational efficiency. It has the potential to correct 
longstanding educational inequity. At WLA, the 
majority of students are Black, Brown, and low-
income—groups historically among the last to 
gain access to new technologies in school. This 
digital divide means they enter the workforce less 
prepared to use technologies that more privileged 

On a Friday morning in early March, about 100 high schoolers at Washington 
Leadership Academy (WLA), a public charter secondary school in the District of 
Columbia, gathered in the school’s assembly hall for a “Hackathon,” a hands-
on event designed to teach students how generative artificial intelligence (AI) 
can be used in real life. On this day, the Hackathon took the form of a challenge, 
which students could tackle alone or in groups, with or without the input of a 
volunteer educator: Build a chatbot powered by AI to address real-world needs 
and challenges. 

Though most of the participants had never heard of 
a Hackathon before that day, let alone participated 
in one, they were not strangers to AI. When asked 
what they knew about the technology, students 
described it as useful but controversial, powerful but 
prone to error. One junior offered a more precise 
critique than many adults: “The term ‘artificial 
intelligence’ isn’t real because to be intelligent you 
have to be able to teach yourself. It should be called 
artificial prediction—all it does is predict answers.”

By the end of the day, students had created a 
variety of chatbots. Members of the school’s student 
government association shared a bot to help 
students convey concerns to school leadership. A 
senior showed me a personal AI receptionist he had 
built on his own time that answers emails, handles 
phone calls, and organizes calendars, which he plans 
to sell to local businesses. The projects were modest 
but significant, reflecting that students understood 
the technology well enough to use it to help others. 

That level of AI literacy remains the exception in 
U.S. schools. Since the public release of ChatGPT 
in November 2022, schools have faced growing 
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peers have already mastered, compounding existing 
inequities in economic opportunity.2

WLA’s extensive experience in technology education, 
its focus on equity, and its eagerness to integrate AI 
into student learning combine to offer a compelling 
window into what meaningful AI implementation 
can look like in the nation’s schools, while revealing 
the conditions, tradeoffs, and supports required 
to achieve that goal without leaving many of the 
nation’s students behind. 

Digital Trailblazers 
WLA’s journey with AI began almost immediately 
after ChatGPT’s public release in November 2022. 
Within days, then-executive director Stacy Kane met 
with school leadership and urged them to take the 
technology seriously, test emerging tools, and start 
thinking about what it might mean for the school 
and its students.

Initial reactions were mixed. Eric Collazo, current 
executive director and principal at the time, was not 
immediately on board. As a former English teacher, 
the “teacher pride” in him resisted the idea that an 
AI tool could match what a skilled educator brings to 
a classroom. Some teachers felt AI was just another 
task to master, layered onto already demanding 
workloads. Others worried about the potential for 
student plagiarism, adopting a new technology they 
did not fully understand, and whether AI would 
replace them. 

But some staff were interested, and an AI task 
force of administrators, students, and teachers 
began meeting at least once a month to experiment 
with tools, test use cases, and figure out what 
applications were most promising. Members were 
encouraged to speak candidly about their concerns. 
Giani Clarkson, a history teacher, was among the 
early adopters. “You’re either going to put your arm 
around it, or it’s going to find its way to use a foot 
and get you out the door,” he reasoned.

What emerged from these meetings was a coalition 
of educators finding success with AI who were 
willing to bring others along. Throughout the 2024-
25 school year, they led professional development 
sessions demonstrating how specific tools were 
saving them time and transforming what was 
possible in their classrooms. Collazo’s own turning 
point came during a session on how to build 
chatbots. He designed a bot to generate motivating 
metaphors to close staff meetings, a long-standing 
habit of his. When it came up with material he liked, 
he was sold. “It felt like playtime,” he remembered. 
“And then I realized, alright, I see the potential here.”

Three factors helped accelerate this early 
experimentation. First, WLA’s structure as a single-
site charter school allowed for faster decision-
making, with fewer layers of bureaucracy between 
idea and implementation. Second, school leaders 
were willing to move ahead in the absence of 
clear guidance or established models. Third, the 
school purchased premium versions of AI tools for 
teachers to test. 

The early experimentation eventually narrowed to 
a more defined set of tools and practices. Today, 
AI is not confined to a single course or initiative. 
It shows up across every dimension of school life, 
from classroom instruction and student support to 
teacher tasks and behind-the-scenes operations. 

As part of the school’s broader approach to AI 
literacy, all freshmen take a computer science 
course designed and taught by teacher Adrienne 
Lockhart that introduces core concepts in AI and 

“[With AI,] you’re either going to 
put your arm around it, or it’s going 
to find its way to use a foot and get 
you out the door.” 

— Giani Clarkson 
history teacher at WLA 

http://www.future-ed.org
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machine learning. After that it’s up to teachers to 
deploy AI in their classrooms, guided by a school 
rubric developed to help determine appropriate 
student AI use on various assignments, from zero 
for no use up to four for unlimited use.

Most of the school’s teachers are using AI. In a 
February 2025 survey, 85 percent reported using it 
professionally, with more than 80 percent doing so 
on a daily or weekly basis.3

In the Classroom 
WLA teachers have deployed AI in instruction in a 
variety of innovative ways.  

In Giani Clarkson’s AP Government class, students 
explored political strategy by building, refining, and 
launching mock election campaigns, which they 
then ran through the ElectorBot 3000, a chatbot that 
simulates elections to see who can build the most 
convincing campaign and garner the most votes. In 
the same class’s unit on imperialism, students chose 
their country’s resources to resist being conquered 
by “Clarksonia,” a fictional nation Clarkson controls. 
They input their countries into a chatbot—allocating 
population across soldiers, scientists, artists, and 
educators, and selecting a key natural resource—to 
see if they could survive a three-year simulated 
war against Clarksonia. The bot delivered a verdict 
at the end, revealing Clarksonia’s resources for 
comparison, but did not explain why a country won 
or lost, forcing students to think through the causes 
themselves. “It’s not good enough to just tell them, 
‘This is how it happened,’” Clarkson said. “They have 
to see it in real time and kick the tires themselves.”

When I visited Tyrell Garner’s ninth-grade English-
Language Arts class, students were studying ethos, 
pathos, and logos by designing advertisements for a 
fictional small business, using ChatGPT to generate 
a logo that conveyed their chosen rhetorical 
strategy. One student, a Spanish-speaker, showed 
me his brand, “Global English Academy,” with 

the tagline, “Take your English to the next level,” 
applying pathos, an emotional appeal to learners 
like himself who are navigating a new language. 
He came up with the concept and the words, while 
ChatGPT produced the design, a logo featuring the 
business name and tagline alongside images of 
books and a school building. As students worked, 
Garner reminded them to clearly label any AI-
generated content, emphasizing the importance of 
transparency and artistic integrity.

Beyond teaching students how AI works and 
how to use it, WLA is exposing students to the 
technology’s limitations. 

Niyesha Coleman, the school’s math instructional 
coach, built a gamified chatbot that walked 
students through practice problems, offering hints 
and feedback in a voice trained to sound like her. 
Students had to explain their reasoning for every 
answer, and sometimes, Coleman noted, the bot 
got the answer wrong and students had to defend 
their thinking against an incorrect response. It was 
a lesson in both mathematical reasoning and the 
limits of AI. 

In an English class, students wrote essays and 
received feedback from both peers and an AI chatbot, 
then compared the two as a class. They found that AI 
offered more structural feedback while peers offered 
more personal responses to the content, a lesson in 
both the utility and limits of the technology, as well as 
in the value of human judgment. 

WLA students seem to be getting the message. In a 
fall 2025 survey, two thirds of the school’s students 
reported learning strategies for effectively using 
AI tools, such as prompting, evaluating output, 

The takeaway is not that AI on its 
own helps or hurts students, but 
that the answer depends on how it 
is designed and deployed.
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and selecting the right tool—key components of AI 
literacy. But 70 percent said they thought AI could 
be both helpful and harmful in their schoolwork.4 

That raises an obvious question: does AI help 
students learn? A recent Stanford review of 20 AI 
research studies illustrates just how much remains 
unknown: students tend to perform better with 
AI access but gains often disappear when the AI is 
taken away.5 Not surprisingly, perhaps, the study 
found that AI tools designed with “guardrails,” like 
tutoring chatbots that offer hints rather than direct 
answers, show more promise in supporting long-
term learning than general-purpose chatbots that 
simply hand students the answer. The takeaway is 
not that AI on its own helps or hurts students, but 
that the answer depends on how it is designed and 
deployed.

Teachers at WLA, meanwhile, are using AI to support 
students in ways that weren’t previously possible.  

Adam Browning, WLA’s director of academic 
innovation and AP Psychology teacher, used the new 
technology to address a typical problem. The College 
Board, the organization that writes Advanced 
Placement exams, recently overhauled the AP 
Psychology curriculum, leaving teachers few practice 

questions to give their students. So, he created an 
AI tool that generated questions modeled on the 
few already released by the College Board. Students 
submitted answers to a chatbot, which gave them 
immediate feedback and flagged Browning if they 
continued to struggle. The system has more than 
doubled scores on practice questions.

Nicole Latimer noticed that many students in her 
ninth- and 10th-grade special education humanities 
classes knew the answers to her questions but 
struggled to express themselves clearly in writing. 
She developed a chatbot to help. When I visited, 
Latimer gave her students a writing prompt, which 
they answered and submitted to the chatbot. If the 
answer was incomplete, the chatbot asked follow-
up questions to encourage the student to give more 
information. It then offered targeted feedback 
and suggestions for improvement. In addition to 
strengthening their writing, the tool gave students 
greater confidence, Latimer told me. 

Donald Alexander, WLA’s Spanish teacher, uses 
AI to support English-learner students. When a 
student with very little English joined his classroom, 
Alexander showed him how to use AI to translate 
class materials. He then shared that knowledge 

December 2025May 2025

AI Use and Attitudes Among High School Students

Source: Results from national student surveys conducted in May and December 2025 by RAND.

Students who 
believe AI harms 
critical thinking

Students who 
use AI for 

homework

49%

55%

65%

63%
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schoolwide, working with the English-learner 
coordinator to show other teachers how to apply 
the same approach across subjects. Over time, 
colleagues observed the student becoming more 
vocal, less afraid to ask questions, and more 
engaged in learning.

WLA teachers are also using AI to address the day-
to-day administrative challenges that plague their 
professional lives. 

Clarkson, for example, uses AI to generate a weekly 
newsletter for the parents of his 86 students, 
something he says he would never have time to 
do otherwise. “I would love to be able to call all 86 
parents weekly,” he said, “but that’s a bad use of 
my time.” The newsletter keeps parents informed 
about upcoming assignments and office hours 
and offers words of encouragement, bridging the 
gap between home and the classroom. Informed 
parents often mean better supported students, 
both at home and in school.

Alexander, the Spanish teacher, is using AI as he 
prepares to adopt a new curriculum next year. He 
loaded vocabulary from his new textbook into an AI 
tool that used the words to generate independent 
practice questions and self-paced presentations 
that incorporated each student’s accommodations, 
such as read-aloud support. But he says double-
checking the AI-generated content is non-
negotiable. He is also transparent with his students 
when he uses AI, modeling the same standards 
of disclosure he expects from them: if AI made it, 
don’t pass it off as your own. 

Educators across the nation are also experimenting 
with AI. In the 2024-25 school year, three in 10 
teachers nationwide reported reducing the time 
they spend on administrative tasks by up to 11 
percent, or roughly six hours a week, by using AI.6 

While WLA teachers have embraced AI to handle 
the behind-the-scenes work of teaching, the school 
has also begun integrating AI into its operations. 
Mark Deegan, the school’s chief innovation officer, 
has led the effort to automate workflows that staff 
once managed manually. AI now centralizes daily 
attendance data on a single dashboard, synthesized 
with a historical record of absences so that staff can 
identify and reach out to struggling students sooner, 
rather than waiting until absences have become 
chronic. Deegan is also using AI to build an in-house 
ticket system that would handle IT and registrar help 
requests more efficiently than the school’s existing 
process. The goal is to have staff submit tickets 
directly to the system, which the AI would categorize 
and route to the appropriate team member based 
on historical ticket data. If it works as envisioned, 
he plans to expand it to cover facility needs as well, 
from maintenance requests to building issues, 
creating a single streamlined workflow for the entire 
operations team. 

Facing the Future 
AI integration at WLA has not been entirely smooth, 
reflecting the struggles of schools across the country 
as they navigate this fast-changing and still poorly 
understood technology. 

Despite the high profile of AI at WLA, buy-in is not 
universal among teachers or students. Both groups 
are concerned about job security. A junior who 
hopes to become an animator told me he’s worried 
about what kind of work will exist for him in an AI 
future. Another student, an aspiring psychologist, 
shared her fear that AI is eroding the human 
connection and social skills her future profession 

32%
Teachers who report using AI weekly

5.9 Hours
Estimated weekly time savings from AI tools 

SOURCE: GALLUP
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depends on. WLA does not shy away from this 
anxiety. Teaching leadership continues to facilitate 
both formal and informal peer-led professional 
learning, creating space for staff to voice fears, 
acknowledge the unknowns, and discuss the future 
of teaching in the age of AI together. Browning told 
a meeting of AI-skeptical students that part of AI 
literacy is being able “to push back on the places 
we don’t want to see AI because it’s going to limit 
the creativity of humans.” Creative professions will 
survive, he predicted, but they’ll have to find ways to 
collaborate with AI.

The Cheating Challenge
Students’ use of AI to cheat on assignments is a 
continuous challenge and source of tension, both 
at WLA and nationally. With tools like ChatGPT, 
students can generate full assignments in seconds, 
raising questions about authorship, original 
thinking, and academic integrity. One WLA senior 
explained how this issue extends beyond his school 
community: “It’s my cousins, my friends’ cousins. 
They don’t think for themselves anymore because 
they can just ChatGPT.” The Pew Research Center 
recently found that nearly 60 percent of teenagers 
reported that classmates used chatbots to cheat 
“very often” or “somewhat often.”7

WLA’s approach reframes the issue. If a student 
can paste an entire assignment into ChatGPT and 
get a passing answer, the problem may not be the 
student; it may be the assignment. Tasks focused 
on summary, recall, or formulaic response are often 
the easiest for AI to complete and may require little 
analysis or creativity from students. In this sense, 
AI may be exposing weaknesses in traditional 
assignments that prioritize completion over deeper 
thinking. Ashley Jeffrey, chief strategy officer at WLA, 
asked, “Was it rigorous enough for them in the first 
place? Was it challenging them? Does our education 
system need to redefine cheating?” This is not a new 
tension. Collazo drew a parallel to when he was in 
school and wasn’t allowed to use Wikipedia, a tool 

his teachers saw as a means of cheating but he saw 
simply as a way to find sources. The line between 
using a resource and outsourcing your thinking has 
always been contested. AI is just making that contest 
harder to ignore.

Teachers have responded in different ways. Some, 
like Adam Browning, WLA’s AP Psychology teacher, 
design assignments where AI use is expected and 
evaluated as a skill integral to the assigned task. In 
one case, students had 30 minutes to produce a 
full advertising campaign using as much AI as they 
wanted—a level four assignment. “This is what kids 
are going to need to do in their workspace,” he said. 
“You have a deadline. You have to hit it.” 

Other teachers assess their students using no 
technology at all. Clarkson, who teaches AP 
Government, is one example. “Test day, it’s paper 
and pen,” he said. Presentations, too, are non-
digital: “It’s just you and the rest of the class.” 

The school’s rubric for AI use helps clarify 
expectations, defining when and how AI is 
appropriate for students to use independently. 
When students violate those expectations, the 
response is both educational and disciplinary. 
Students must meet with a teacher, administrator, 
and parent to discuss their behavior, why it 
happened, and how to prevent it in the future. 
School leaders then determine consequences based 
on the unique situation, sometimes allowing the 
student to redo the assignment. Under the school’s 
tiered disciplinary policy, cheating may result in 
in-school suspension or, in rare cases, out-of-school 
suspension or expulsion. 8

The question then becomes not how 
to stop students from cheating with 
AI, but how to design learning so 
that they don’t want to cheat in the 
first place.

http://www.future-ed.org
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More broadly, AI has forced educators to consider 
whether the way we measure student learning 
truly captures thinking or something more easily 
replicable. The question then becomes not how 
to stop students from cheating with AI, but how 
to design learning so that they don’t want to cheat 
in the first place. With student disengagement at 
historic highs, that shift is likely overdue.9 It requires 
creating assignments that are relevant to students’ 
lives and require the kind of creativity that a chatbot 
cannot replace. Preparing students for these 
assignments may involve a harder kind of teaching, 
but many at WLA would argue it is better teaching.

Like most of the nation’s high schools, WLA is well 
aware it has not solved the problem of student 
cheating. But WLA sees cheating less as a reason 
to abandon AI than to move forward with it 
thoughtfully. As the student who plans to sell his 
chatbots to local businesses told me, cheating is 
always going to happen, AI just makes it easier and 
quicker. What matters, he believes, is that WLA is at 
least getting students to talk about it openly. 

The Privacy Problem
The privacy of student data is another serious AI-
related concern nationally. The Family Educational 
Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA), the federal law 
governing student data, was last updated over a 
decade ago and is largely outdated in the AI era.10 As 
AI tools that collect increasingly granular information 
about how students think, write, and learn have 
entered the classroom, schools have been left to 
figure out their own guardrails for protecting student 
data. The consequences of a mistake can be dire—a 
recent report by Clever found that in 2025 more than 
50 percent of K-12 schools in the U.S. experienced a 
cybersecurity breach.11

At WLA, protecting student data has meant choosing 
AI tools that are FERPA-compliant, meaning the 
vendor agrees not to sell or share student data, 
to use data only for education purposes, and to 
maintain security standards via encryption and 

access controls to protect the data. When staff must 
use tools that are not FERPA-compliant, such as 
ChatGPT, they are regularly reminded to manually 
remove students’ names and sensitive information. 
WLA is doing what it can within a regulatory 
framework written before AI entered classrooms. 

Lagging Policies 
WLA’s experience with AI has unfolded largely 
without policy guidance from the U.S. Department 
of Education or District of Columbia education 
officials. It isn’t alone. Although ChatGPT arrived 
in late 2022, most states didn’t release regulations 
on the use of AI in schools until 2024, more than a 
year later. In that vacuum, implementation at WLA 
fell to a small group of teachers and school leaders 
experimenting on their own time, and building 
protocols from scratch. 

Most schools lacked, and still lack, the leadership 
and resources to do the same, leading to 
widespread inconsistency in AI adoption across the 
nation’s schools. As of December 2025, only about 
one-third of students nationally reported that their 
school had a schoolwide AI policy, and those with 
policies were two to three times more likely to 
restrict AI than permit it.12 

States are now catching up, and meaningfully so. 
To date, 35 states have released some form of 
guidance on AI in education.13 Most of it is not an 
enforcement mechanism, but a framework that 
defines AI, outlines its opportunities and risks in 
the classroom, and encourages schools to use AI to 
enhance rather than replace teaching. During the 
2026 legislative session, lawmakers in at least 27 
states have proposed 68 bills, a sign that states are 
moving beyond broad principles toward concrete 
support for implementation, focused largely on AI 
literacy, integration, and guardrails.14 

Recent actions at the federal level have 
reinforced those priorities. President Trump 
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issued an executive order promoting AI literacy 
and encouraging classroom integration, while 
the U.S. Department of Education identified 
AI in education as a grantmaking priority, 
directing federal grant funding towards projects 
that expand AI literacy and integrate AI into 
classrooms.15, 16 The U.S. Department of Labor 
recently released an AI literacy framework 
to guide nationwide AI literacy efforts across 
education and workforce systems.17 

These developments represent meaningful, 
if overdue, progress. The 2029 PISA, an exam 
of 15-year-old students from a wide range of 
international jurisdictions, will include an assessment 
on AI literacy. Meanwhile fluency with the technology 
is already becoming a baseline expectation of the U.S. 
workforce, not a technical niche.18, 19

But for many schools navigating daily decisions 
about tools, policies, and student outcomes, 
policymakers’ response to AI has been 
inadequate. WLA’s experience—marked by trial 

and error, self-directed experimentation, and 
systems built without a roadmap—highlights the 
possibilities of AI in the nation’s schools. It has 
become a school where students understand the 
technology, teachers use it to do their jobs better, 
and the conversation about what AI means for the 
future is happening with students at the table. The 
March Hackathon made this impressively clear: 
WLA students weren’t just talking about AI; they 
were building it. 

But WLA’s experience also points to the 
support schools need to navigate the AI 
revolution successfully: dedicated funding for 
professional learning, clear standards for AI 
literacy and values across classrooms, and 
networks for schools to learn from one another 
to speed implementation. If such support isn’t 
forthcoming, many students, especially those in 
under-resourced schools, may find themselves 
unprepared for the world they’re inheriting.

LESSONS FOR POLICYMAKERS
Washington Leadership Academy’s experience with artificial intelligence offers lessons for 
education policymakers at every level who are navigating the challenges of the new technology.

Prioritize equitable access to AI literacy 

As AI increasingly shapes how students access 
information, learn, and create, AI literacy 
is essential. WLA demonstrates that when 
students understand how AI works, where it 
falls short, and what it means for their futures, 
they are better equipped to use it critically and 
on their own terms, knowing when to reach 
for it and when to push back. Policymakers 
must ensure that all students have access to 
AI literacy instruction, not just those in schools 
with the resources to move first. 

State legislators can mandate that AI literacy 
be taught in all schools, while state education 
departments can require implementation to 
include topics beyond basic instruction, such as 
how AI works, where it fails, and what it means 
for students’ lives and futures. Massachusetts, 
for example, launched an AI curriculum pilot 
in 30 school districts in September 2025, with 
plans to expand statewide in future years.20 
Utah legislators recently enacted two bills—
H.B. 218 and H.B. 273—to introduce AI literacy, 
including a mandatory middle school digital 
skills course and updated computer-science 
standards.21, 22

http://www.future-ed.org
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LESSONS FOR POLICYMAKERS (Continued)

Fund AI professional learning 

Effective AI literacy implementation depends 
on educator capacity. If teachers are not AI-
literate, their students won’t be either. Funding 
for teachers to learn AI should be “a non-
negotiable baseline,” says WLA’s chief strategy 
officer Ashley Jeffrey. 

The National Science Foundation recently 
invested $11 million to expand AI professional 
development for K–12 teachers nationwide.23 
States should build on this by dedicating 
funding for teacher-driven AI professional 
learning that goes beyond tool instruction to 
ensure genuine pedagogical understanding of 
how AI works and how it shapes teaching and 
learning. Michigan’s department of education, 
for example, is supporting a paid AI and Media 
Literacy Leadership Collaborative this summer, 
open to educators at multiple locations across 
the state, pairing hands-on professional 
learning with personalized virtual coaching.24

Resource cross-school learning 

Many schools are navigating the arrival of AI on 
their own. To change that, WLA has launched 
a D.C. AI Collaborative, bringing together 
educators and school leaders to share best 
practices and compile recommendations for 
how policy can better support schools.25, 26 
Jeffrey hopes WLA can serve as a guide: “We 
tried these tools. We tried these processes. 
Learn from us. And hopefully, you can just hit 
the ground running as opposed to having to do 
the learning process like we did.”

State education agencies can support this 
work by investing in networks, convenings, 
and shared resources that allow lessons 
learned by early adopters to inform broader 
implementation. Washington State offers one 
model, with its Office of Superintendent of 
Public Instruction convening an AI Innovation 

Summit to support cross-district learning and 
planning.27 Massachusetts has taken a more 
ongoing approach, convening 45 high school 
teachers across districts throughout the 2025-26 
school year for peer collaboration and shared 
curriculum design.28 

Support access to high-quality AI tools 

WLA had the time, leadership, and funding to 
experiment with a range of AI tools, ultimately 
identifying those that were most useful for 
teachers and students. Not all schools have 
the capacity to do this on their own and risk 
wasting money and student learning time on 
ineffective tools. State and district leaders can 
reduce this burden by vetting high-quality AI tools 
and providing clear guidance on instructional 
alignment. New York City Public Schools, for 
example, has adopted a 10-step review process 
before any AI tool can be used with student data 
and publishes approved tools on a staff portal.29 

Establish clear student data privacy 
standards 

Schools should not have to build data privacy 
protocols from scratch. FERPA was last updated 
over a decade ago and has not kept pace with the 
granularity of the data now collected by AI. 

State legislators and federal policymakers should 
establish clear, enforceable standards for what 
AI tool providers can and cannot do with student 
data, and state education departments should 
provide guidance so that schools, particularly 
smaller ones without dedicated legal or technical 
staff, are not left to navigate data security on 
their own. Idaho’s S.B. 1227 is encouraging on this 
front, directing the state’s education department 
to develop a comprehensive AI framework to 
address privacy and procurement standards for AI 
tools.30 



D I G I T A L  T R A I L B L A Z E R S

www.future-ed.org
10

ENDNOTES

1	 H.L. Schwartz and M.K. Diliberti, “More Students Use AI for 
Homework, and More Believe It Harms Critical Thinking: 
Selected Findings from the American Youth Panel,” RAND 
Corporation Research Report No. RRA4742-1 (March 17, 
2026), https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA4742-
1.html. 

2	 EdTrust-West, “Education Equity in Crisis: The Digital Divide” 
(April 7, 2020), https://west.edtrust.org/resource/education-
equity-in-crisis-the-digital-divide/.

3	 A. Jeffrey, “At WLA, AI is Happening Now,” D.C. Charter School 
Alliance (April 30, 2025), https://dccharters.org/blog/guest-
blog-at-wla-ai-is-happening-now.

4	 Fall 2025 staff and student survey data provided by 
Washington Leadership Academy.

5	 L. Fesler, J.P. Martinez Claeys, C. Agnew, and S. Loeb, 
“Understanding the Evidence Base on AI in K-12 Education: 
A 2026 Review,” AI Hub for Education of the SCALE Initiative, 
Stanford University (March 2026), https://scale.stanford.edu/
research-in-action/understanding-evidence-base-ai-k12-
education.

6	 A. Malek Ash, “Teaching for Tomorrow: Unlocking Six Weeks a 
Year with AI,” Gallup and Walton Family Foundation (June 25, 
2025), https://news.gallup.com/poll/691967/three-teachers-
weekly-saving-six-weeks-year.aspx.

7	 C. McClain, M. Anderson, O. Sidoti, and W. Bishop, “How Teens 
Use and View AI,” Pew Research Center (February 24, 2026), 
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2026/02/24/how-
teens-use-and-view-ai/.

8	 Washington Leadership Academy, “Student and Family 
Handbook 2025-2026,” https://docs.google.com/document/d/
1w7CJQEq7bKC7hCwj1yr2k2EoQ6PsG4l6j9vHyJJuMKw/
edit?tab=t.0.

9	 T. Moon, “Q&A: Jenny Anderson on Student Disengagement 
and What to Do About It,” FutureEd, Georgetown University 
(January 22, 2026), https://www.future-ed.org/qa-jenny-
anderson-on-student-disengagement-and-what-to-do-about-
it/.

10	  A.F. Johnson, “50 Years After FERPA’s Passage, Ed Privacy Law 
Needs an Update for the AI Era,” The 74 (August 20, 2024), 
https://www.the74million.org/article/50-years-after-ferpas-
passage-ed-privacy-law-needs-an-update-for-the-ai-era/.

11	 Clever, “Cybersecure 2026 Report” (March 2026), https://www.
clever.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Cybersecure-2026-
Report-US-Clever.pdf.

12	 Schwartz and Diliberti, “More Students Use AI for Homework.”

13	 13.  E. Whinnery, A. Fischer, and H. Kuwayama, “State Artificial 
Intelligence (AI) Guidelines,” Education Commission of the 
States (April 2026), https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/
State-Artificial-Intelligence-AI-Guidelines_April-2026.pdf.

14	 B. DiMarco, “Legislative Tracker: 2026 State AI in Education 
Bills,” FutureEd, Georgetown University (Updated March 
2026), https://www.future-ed.org/legislative-tracker-2026-
state-ai-in-education-bills/.

15	 The White House, “Executive Order: Advancing Artificial 
Intelligence Education for American Youth” (April 2025), 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/04/
advancing-artificial-intelligence-education-for-american-
youth/.

16	 U.S. Department of Education, “Final Priority and Definitions: 
Secretary’s Supplemental Priority and Definitions on 
Advancing Artificial Intelligence in Education,” Federal 
Register (April 13, 2026), https://www.federalregister.gov/
documents/2026/04/13/2026-07087/final-priority-and-
definitions-secretarys-supplemental-priority-and-definitions-
on-advancing.

17	 U.S. Department of Labor, Employment and Training 
Administration, “U.S. Department of Labor Releases AI Literacy 
Framework Providing Foundational Content Areas, Delivery 
Principles to Guide Nationwide Efforts” (February 13, 2026), 
https://www.dol.gov/newsroom/releases/eta/eta20260213.

18	 J. Riley, “America Is About to Be Graded on AI Literacy. We 
Are Not Prepared,” The 74 (February 21, 2026), https://www.
the74million.org/article/america-is-about-to-be-graded-on-ai-
literacy-we-are-not-prepared/.

19	 M. Tatipamula and A. Madni, “How Education Can Transform 
Disruptive AI Advances into Workforce Opportunities,” World 
Economic Forum (October 20, 2025), https://www.weforum.
org/stories/2025/10/education-disruptive-ai-workforce-
opportunities/.

20	 Office of Governor Maura Healey, Executive Office of 
Education, “New AI Curriculum Pilot to Reach 1,600 
Massachusetts Students Across 30 School Districts,” 
Commonwealth of Massachusetts (September 26, 2025), 
https://www.mass.gov/news/new-ai-curriculum-pilot-to-reach-
1600-massachusetts-students-across-30-school-districts.

21	 Utah State Legislature, H.B. 218, 2026 General Session, 
https://le.utah.gov/~2026/bills/static/HB0218.html.

22	  Utah State Legislature, H.B. 273, 2026 General Session, 
https://le.utah.gov/Session/2026/bills/static/HB0273.html.

23	 U.S. National Science Foundation, “NSF Invests $11M to 
Expand AI Professional Development for K-12 Teachers 
Nationwide” (March 19, 2026), https://www.nsf.gov/news/nsf-
invests-11m-expand-ai-professional-development-k-12.

24	 REMC Association of Michigan, “AI & Media Literacy 
Collaborative” (April 2026), https://remc.org/pub/news/
posts/1535.

http://www.future-ed.org
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA4742-1.html
https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA4742-1.html
https://west.edtrust.org/resource/education-equity-in-crisis-the-digital-divide/
https://west.edtrust.org/resource/education-equity-in-crisis-the-digital-divide/
https://dccharters.org/blog/guest-blog-at-wla-ai-is-happening-now
https://dccharters.org/blog/guest-blog-at-wla-ai-is-happening-now
https://scale.stanford.edu/research-in-action/understanding-evidence-base-ai-k12-education
https://scale.stanford.edu/research-in-action/understanding-evidence-base-ai-k12-education
https://scale.stanford.edu/research-in-action/understanding-evidence-base-ai-k12-education
https://news.gallup.com/poll/691967/three-teachers-weekly-saving-six-weeks-year.aspx
https://news.gallup.com/poll/691967/three-teachers-weekly-saving-six-weeks-year.aspx
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2026/02/24/how-teens-use-and-view-ai/
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2026/02/24/how-teens-use-and-view-ai/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1w7CJQEq7bKC7hCwj1yr2k2EoQ6PsG4l6j9vHyJJuMKw/edit?tab=t.0
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1w7CJQEq7bKC7hCwj1yr2k2EoQ6PsG4l6j9vHyJJuMKw/edit?tab=t.0
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1w7CJQEq7bKC7hCwj1yr2k2EoQ6PsG4l6j9vHyJJuMKw/edit?tab=t.0
https://www.future-ed.org/qa-jenny-anderson-on-student-disengagement-and-what-to-do-about-it/
https://www.future-ed.org/qa-jenny-anderson-on-student-disengagement-and-what-to-do-about-it/
https://www.future-ed.org/qa-jenny-anderson-on-student-disengagement-and-what-to-do-about-it/
https://www.the74million.org/article/50-years-after-ferpas-passage-ed-privacy-law-needs-an-update-for-the-ai-era/
https://www.the74million.org/article/50-years-after-ferpas-passage-ed-privacy-law-needs-an-update-for-the-ai-era/
https://www.clever.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Cybersecure-2026-Report-US-Clever.pdf
https://www.clever.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Cybersecure-2026-Report-US-Clever.pdf
https://www.clever.com/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Cybersecure-2026-Report-US-Clever.pdf
https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/State-Artificial-Intelligence-AI-Guidelines_April-2026.pdf
https://www.ecs.org/wp-content/uploads/State-Artificial-Intelligence-AI-Guidelines_April-2026.pdf
https://www.future-ed.org/legislative-tracker-2026-state-ai-in-education-bills/
https://www.future-ed.org/legislative-tracker-2026-state-ai-in-education-bills/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/04/advancing-artificial-intelligence-education-for-american-youth/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/04/advancing-artificial-intelligence-education-for-american-youth/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/04/advancing-artificial-intelligence-education-for-american-youth/
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2026/04/13/2026-07087/final-priority-and-definitions-secretarys-supplemental-priority-and-definitions-on-advancing
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2026/04/13/2026-07087/final-priority-and-definitions-secretarys-supplemental-priority-and-definitions-on-advancing
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2026/04/13/2026-07087/final-priority-and-definitions-secretarys-supplemental-priority-and-definitions-on-advancing
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2026/04/13/2026-07087/final-priority-and-definitions-secretarys-supplemental-priority-and-definitions-on-advancing
https://www.dol.gov/newsroom/releases/eta/eta20260213
https://www.the74million.org/article/america-is-about-to-be-graded-on-ai-literacy-we-are-not-prepared/
https://www.the74million.org/article/america-is-about-to-be-graded-on-ai-literacy-we-are-not-prepared/
https://www.the74million.org/article/america-is-about-to-be-graded-on-ai-literacy-we-are-not-prepared/
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2025/10/education-disruptive-ai-workforce-opportunities/
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2025/10/education-disruptive-ai-workforce-opportunities/
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2025/10/education-disruptive-ai-workforce-opportunities/
https://www.mass.gov/news/new-ai-curriculum-pilot-to-reach-1600-massachusetts-students-across-30-school-districts
https://www.mass.gov/news/new-ai-curriculum-pilot-to-reach-1600-massachusetts-students-across-30-school-districts
https://le.utah.gov/~2026/bills/static/HB0218.html
https://le.utah.gov/Session/2026/bills/static/HB0273.html
https://www.nsf.gov/news/nsf-invests-11m-expand-ai-professional-development-k-12
https://www.nsf.gov/news/nsf-invests-11m-expand-ai-professional-development-k-12
https://remc.org/pub/news/posts/1535
https://remc.org/pub/news/posts/1535


11
F u t u r e E d

L E S S O N S  F R O M  A  S C H O O L  O N  T H E  F R O N T I E R  O F  A R T I F I C I A L  I N T E L L I G E N C E

25	 D.C. AI Collaborative, https://dcaicollaborative.org/.

26	 Washington Leadership Academy and D.C. AI Collaborative, 
“D.C. AI Needs Assessment” (May 2026), https://drive.google.
com/file/d/1b5kcMGfMb1n3-JucMP5-VmX1EdpcJOyd/view.

27	 Washington Educational Service District, “AI Summit,” https://
www.waesd.org/ai-summit/.

28	 Office of Governor Maura Healey, Executive Office of 
Education, “Healey-Driscoll Administration Launches Future 
Ready AI in the Classroom for Educators,” Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts (June 25, 2025), https://www.mass.gov/news/
healey-driscoll-administration-launches-future-ready-ai-in-the-
classroom-for-educators.

29	 New York City Department of Education, “Guidance on 
Artificial Intelligence” (March 2026), https://www.schools.
nyc.gov/about-us/vision-and-mission/artificial-intelligence/
guidance-on-artificial-intelligence.

30	 Idaho State Legislature, S. 1227, 2026 Legislative Session, 
https://legislature.idaho.gov/wp-content/uploads/
sessioninfo/2026/legislation/S1227.pdf.

https://dcaicollaborative.org/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1b5kcMGfMb1n3-JucMP5-VmX1EdpcJOyd/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1b5kcMGfMb1n3-JucMP5-VmX1EdpcJOyd/view
https://www.waesd.org/ai-summit/
https://www.waesd.org/ai-summit/
https://www.mass.gov/news/healey-driscoll-administration-launches-future-ready-ai-in-the-classroom-for-educators
https://www.mass.gov/news/healey-driscoll-administration-launches-future-ready-ai-in-the-classroom-for-educators
https://www.mass.gov/news/healey-driscoll-administration-launches-future-ready-ai-in-the-classroom-for-educators
https://www.schools.nyc.gov/about-us/vision-and-mission/artificial-intelligence/guidance-on-artificial-intelligence
https://www.schools.nyc.gov/about-us/vision-and-mission/artificial-intelligence/guidance-on-artificial-intelligence
https://www.schools.nyc.gov/about-us/vision-and-mission/artificial-intelligence/guidance-on-artificial-intelligence
https://legislature.idaho.gov/wp-content/uploads/sessioninfo/2026/legislation/S1227.pdf
https://legislature.idaho.gov/wp-content/uploads/sessioninfo/2026/legislation/S1227.pdf


DIGITAL TRAILBLAZERS
LESSONS FROM A SCHOOL ON THE FRONTIER OF ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE


