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AI Literacy for Citizen Participation
Weekly Analysis — https://ainews.social

In a Finnish classroom, twelve-year-olds huddle around screens,
not to consume content but to dissect it. They’re learning to spot
AI-generated deepfakes, understand algorithmic manipulation, and
question the authenticity of digital media. Meanwhile, across the At-
lantic, American business schools rush to integrate ChatGPT into
their curricula, teaching students to leverage AI for competitive ad-
vantage. These parallel scenes capture a fundamental tension: are we
teaching people to use AI, or to understand it? And what difference
does that distinction make for democratic society?

The explosion of generative AI has thrust ”AI literacy” into edu-
cational and policy discussions worldwide, yet the term itself remains
stubbornly undefined. As [29] demonstrates, some nations approach [29] How Finland is teaching

schoolchildren AI literacyAI literacy as an extension of media literacy, focusing on critical eval-
uation and detection skills. Others, exemplified by [9], frame it pri- [9] Virginia business schools ramp up

AI educationmarily as workforce preparation. This conceptual muddle isn’t merely
academic—it shapes how millions learn to navigate an AI-saturated
world, with profound implications for democratic participation, social
equity, and collective decision-making.

The evidence reveals competing visions of what AI literacy entails,
who should define it, and whose interests it serves. Drawing on recent
research across educational contexts, this analysis maps the contested
terrain of AI literacy, examining how different conceptualizations en-
able or constrain citizen participation in an algorithmic society. The
stakes are high: as [18] warns, the gap between AI’s rapid deploy- [18] GenAI and misinformation in

education: a systematic scoping
review of ...

ment and citizens’ understanding creates vulnerabilities that threaten
democratic discourse itself.

The Definitional Muddle: What Counts as AI Literacy?

The proliferation of AI literacy frameworks reveals more disagreement
than consensus. At the most basic level, definitions split between in-
strumental approaches—focused on using AI tools effectively—and
critical approaches emphasizing understanding AI’s societal impacts.
The [7] attempts to bridge this divide by proposing three pillars: un- [7] AI Literacy: A Framework to Un-

derstand, Evaluate, and Use Emerging
Technology

derstanding (what AI is), evaluating (its impacts), and using (practical
application). Yet even this comprehensive framework struggles to
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balance competing demands.

Consider the stark differences in how AI literacy manifests across
contexts. The [14] framework, developed through OECD and Euro- [14] Empowering Learners for the Age

of AIpean Commission collaboration, emphasizes five key areas: under-
standing AI fundamentals, using AI tools, evaluating AI outputs,
creating with AI, and considering AI ethics. This approach treats AI
literacy as a set of competencies to be mastered. By contrast, research
on [6] reveals how students develop AI literacy through practice, dis- [6] AI Literacy in the Context of

Working with Sources: Pitfalls and
Possibilities of Generative AI Models
in Academic Writing

covering both capabilities and limitations through direct engagement
with tools like ChatGPT in their academic work.

The definitional confusion extends to measurement and assessment.
As [5] documents, the field lacks standardized assessments, with var- [5] AI literacy - Wikipedia
ious frameworks proposing different competency areas ranging from
technical understanding to ethical reasoning. The recent development
of tools like AICOS (AI Competency Objective Scale) described in [23] [23] Objective Measurement Of AI

Literacy: Development And Valida-
tion Of The ...

represents attempts to quantify AI literacy, yet such instruments often
reduce complex critical capacities to measurable skills.

What’s particularly revealing is how institutional contexts shape
definitions. Higher education frameworks, analyzed in [16], focus heav- [16] Examining Teaching Competen-

cies and Challenges While Integrating
Artificial Inte

ily on academic integrity and proper citation, while K-12 approaches
emphasize safety and digital citizenship. Business education, as [28] [28] The Divided Demands of AI

Literacy - AACSBargues, grapples with balancing technical AI skills against enduring
human capabilities like creativity and ethical reasoning.

Skills Versus Critical Understanding: A False Dichotomy

The dominant framing of AI literacy as either technical skills or crit-
ical understanding creates an unhelpful binary that obscures more
nuanced pedagogical possibilities. Skills-focused approaches, prevalent
in workforce development contexts, emphasize prompt engineering,
tool selection, and output evaluation. The [17] exemplifies this ap- [17] Feeding Two Birds with One

Scone: Teaching Students AI Lit-
eracy alongside Regular IS Topics
by Integrating Generative AI into
Assignment Design

proach, teaching students to use ChatGPT, Claude, and other tools as
part of regular coursework. Students learn to craft effective prompts,
verify outputs, and integrate AI assistance into workflows.

Yet pure skills training proves insufficient when AI systems exhibit
biases, generate misinformation, or perpetuate inequalities. The sys-
tematic review in [19] demonstrates how technical proficiency without [19] Generative AI and misinforma-

tion: a scoping review of the role of
...

critical understanding can actually amplify AI-generated misinforma-
tion. Users who know how to operate AI tools but lack frameworks for
evaluating their outputs become unwitting spreaders of false content.

Critical literacy approaches, by contrast, foreground power rela-
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tions, algorithmic bias, and societal impacts. Research on [20] shows [20] Innovations using Generative AI
for media literacy and fact-checking in
the European Union

how media literacy frameworks adapt to address AI-specific challenges
like synthetic media and automated disinformation campaigns. These
approaches teach learners to question not just individual outputs but
the systems producing them—who builds them, for what purposes,
and with what consequences.

The most promising pedagogical innovations transcend this binary.
Finland’s approach, detailed in [13], integrates technical understanding [13] Désinformation, deepfakes, IA

: comment la Finlande prépare ses
enfants à l’ère du faux

with critical media literacy, teaching students both how AI generates
synthetic media and why such capabilities pose democratic risks. Sim-
ilarly, [27] proposes frameworks that embed critical reflection within [27] Rethinking teaching with GenAI

: theoretical models and operational
tools

practical AI use, encouraging students to examine their own practices
while developing technical competencies.

The Missing Civic Dimension: Literacy for Democratic Life

Current AI literacy frameworks largely overlook what may be their
most crucial dimension: preparing citizens for collective decision-
making about AI in democratic society. The individualistic focus of
most approaches—teaching people to protect themselves from scams,
verify information, or enhance personal productivity—neglects the
civic capabilities needed to participate in governance of algorithmic
systems.

The research [12] reveals this gap starkly. While concerns about [12] Don’t panic (yet): assessing
the evidence and discourse around
generative AI and elections

AI’s impact on democratic processes proliferate, AI literacy educa-
tion rarely addresses how citizens might engage in collective action
to shape AI governance. The focus remains on individual detection
skills—spotting deepfakes or identifying bot accounts—rather than
understanding how AI systems shape public discourse or how commu-
nities might contest algorithmic decisions.

This civic gap becomes particularly glaring when examining who
controls AI literacy narratives. As [21] notes, vendor-driven definitions [21] Making AI work for schools -

Brookingsof AI literacy often emphasize product features over critical capaci-
ties. The report advocates for district-led approaches that prioritize
educational goals over technological capabilities, yet even these more
thoughtful frameworks rarely address democratic participation di-
rectly.

Some international examples point toward more civic-minded ap-
proaches. The [9] compilation showcases projects using AI to enhance [9] Innovation for Democracy: AI for

Democracy, More Digital Participa-
tion Best Practices

democratic participation, yet these remain disconnected from main-
stream AI literacy efforts. Similarly, [29] examines how foreign ac- [29] VIGINUM : l’IA, le nouveau

visage des ingérences étrangèrestors weaponize AI for electoral interference, highlighting the urgent

https://core.ac.uk/download/664490974.pdf
https://core.ac.uk/download/664490974.pdf
https://core.ac.uk/download/664490974.pdf
https://core.ac.uk/download/664490974.pdf
https://breizh-info.com
https://breizh-info.com
https://breizh-info.com
https://breizh-info.com
https://core.ac.uk/download/654516664.pdf
https://core.ac.uk/download/654516664.pdf
https://core.ac.uk/download/654516664.pdf
https://core.ac.uk/download/654516664.pdf
https://core.ac.uk/download/661939303.pdf
https://core.ac.uk/download/661939303.pdf
https://core.ac.uk/download/661939303.pdf
https://core.ac.uk/download/661939303.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/making-ai-work-for-schools/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/making-ai-work-for-schools/
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/making-ai-work-for-schools/
https://www.post-gazette.com/news/education/2026/01/02/beaver-county-ai-schools-technology-cmu/stories/202601020047
https://www.post-gazette.com/news/education/2026/01/02/beaver-county-ai-schools-technology-cmu/stories/202601020047
https://www.post-gazette.com/news/education/2026/01/02/beaver-county-ai-schools-technology-cmu/stories/202601020047
https://www.post-gazette.com/news/education/2026/01/02/beaver-county-ai-schools-technology-cmu/stories/202601020047
https://www.euronews.com/next/2026/01/05/after-decades-of-teaching-media-literacy-finland-equips-students-with-skills-to-spot-ai-de
https://www.euronews.com/next/2026/01/05/after-decades-of-teaching-media-literacy-finland-equips-students-with-skills-to-spot-ai-de
https://www.euronews.com/next/2026/01/05/after-decades-of-teaching-media-literacy-finland-equips-students-with-skills-to-spot-ai-de


4

need for citizens to understand AI as a tool of political influence, not
merely personal productivity.

What would civic AI literacy look like? It might include under-
standing how recommendation algorithms shape political discourse,
how automated decision-making systems affect public services, or how
communities can audit and contest algorithmic systems. The [2] report [2] AI and Accessibility in Education -

cosn.orghints at such possibilities in discussing how disability communities
organize to ensure AI serves their needs, but such collective action
remains peripheral to mainstream AI literacy frameworks.

Who Teaches the Teachers? Power and Perspective in AI Ed-
ucation

The question of who defines and delivers AI literacy education reveals
significant power imbalances. Current approaches predominantly re-
flect institutional and administrative perspectives, as [4] documents. [4] AI Is Already Disrupting Educa-

tion, but Only 13 States Are Offering
...

Only 13 U.S. states provide AI guidance to schools, and existing
frameworks typically emerge from state education departments or
technology vendors rather than educators or communities.

Teachers find themselves in an impossible position, expected to
guide students through AI’s complexities while lacking adequate
preparation themselves. The [26] reveals widespread confusion among [26] Report - Up in the Air: Educa-

tors Juggling the Potential of Genera-
tive AI with Detection Discipline and
Distrust

educators, with 87% receiving no AI training and many relying on
unreliable detection tools. As one teacher noted, ”The teachers are
confused as well,” highlighting how top-down AI literacy mandates fail
without supporting educator development.

Professional development efforts often perpetuate narrow con-
ceptualizations of AI literacy. Programs like [9] focus primarily on [9] Beaver County educators learning

AI skills through CMU partnershiptool use—teaching educators to integrate ChatGPT or Claude into
lessons—rather than developing critical frameworks for understanding
AI’s broader implications. While such skills matter, they insufficient
for educators tasked with preparing students for an AI-transformed
society.

The absence of student and community voices in defining AI liter-
acy proves particularly troubling. Research consistently shows young
people developing sophisticated informal AI literacies through gaming,
social media, and creative platforms, yet these competencies rarely
inform formal frameworks. [15] documents how children’s AI inter- [15] En casa y en la escuela, la IA está

transformando la infanciaactions at home diverge dramatically from school-based approaches,
creating disconnects that undermine educational effectiveness.

Alternative models emerge when communities lead AI literacy ef-
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forts. The [1] project demonstrates how disability communities can [1] AccessiLearnAI: An Accessibility-
First, AI-Powered E-Learning ... -
MDPI

drive AI literacy that serves their needs, focusing on accessibility and
inclusion rather than productivity alone. Similarly, Indigenous com-
munities developing culturally responsive AI education, though under-
represented in mainstream literature, offer models for community-led
AI literacy that challenges dominant frameworks.

Cross-Domain Connections: Why AI Literacy Matters Every-
where

AI literacy cannot be confined to computer science classrooms or
media literacy curricula—its implications ripple across every domain of
human knowledge and practice. The [22] illustrates how mental health [22] Navigating the new frontier:

psychiatrist’s guide to using large
language models

professionals need AI literacy to navigate both opportunities and risks
in therapeutic applications. Without understanding AI’s limitations,
practitioners risk over-relying on tools that lack genuine empathy or
understanding, as [11] demonstrates through concerning examples of [11] Cambridge Study: AI Chatbots

Have an ”Empathy Gap ... - SciTech-
Daily

children’s unsupervised AI interactions.

In healthcare education, [10] shows how AI literacy becomes es- [10] Building Artificial Intelligence
and Data Literacy Across the Health
Care Research Workforce in the
Mayo Clinic Center for Clinical and
Translational Science: Why It Matters
and What We Are Doing About It

sential for research integrity and patient safety. Medical professionals
must understand not just how to use AI diagnostic tools but their
limitations, biases, and appropriate contexts for deployment. This
domain-specific literacy differs substantially from generic AI skills yet
shares core critical capacities.

The legal implications of inadequate AI literacy emerge starkly in
cases of discrimination and bias. [3] documents how AI systems used [3] AI Hiring Discrimination: How Al-

gorithms Reject Millions of Qualified
...

by major employers systematically exclude qualified candidates, partic-
ularly affecting workers over 40, women, and people with disabilities.
Understanding these systems requires literacy that spans technical, le-
gal, and social dimensions—knowledge that current frameworks rarely
integrate.

Perhaps most urgently, AI literacy intersects with information
literacy and democratic participation. The [25] report from the French [25] PDF ˆ˙ˇ˘ ˛ ˙ ˆ ˇ ˘ ˆ La mésin-

formation, qu’elle soit information
...

Academy of Technologies warns that generative AI fundamentally
transforms the information landscape, requiring new literacies that
combine technical understanding with epistemological sophistication.
Citizens must grasp not just how AI generates convincing falsehoods
but how it reshapes the very nature of truth and authority in public
discourse.
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Toward a More Democratic AI Literacy

The path forward requires reconceptualizing AI literacy from an in-
dividual skill set to a collective democratic capacity. Current frame-
works, whether skills-based or critically oriented, remain trapped
within individualistic paradigms that assume people primarily need
AI literacy for personal benefit—to avoid scams, enhance productiv-
ity, or make informed consumer choices. This framing fundamentally
misunderstands the challenge AI poses to democratic society.

A democratic AI literacy would start from different premises.
Rather than asking ”How can individuals use AI effectively?” it would
ask ”How can communities govern AI systems that affect them?” This
shift requires new pedagogical approaches that emphasize collective
inquiry, participatory design, and civic action. The [8] report from the [8] Artificial Intelligence and the

Future of Teaching and LearningU.S. Department of Education gestures toward such possibilities in
calling for ”participatory design” and ”community involvement,” yet
stops short of articulating how AI literacy education might cultivate
these capacities.

International examples offer inspiration. The French approach doc-
umented in [24] emphasizes ”digital sovereignty” and collective gover- [24] PDF Orientations pour

l’intelligence arti˜ cielle générative
dans l ...

nance, framing AI literacy as essential for national self-determination.
Nordic countries’ long tradition of democratic education, evident in
Finland’s comprehensive approach, demonstrates how AI literacy can
build on existing civic education rather than starting from scratch.

The evidence reveals that narrow, instrumental approaches to AI
literacy serve neither individual nor collective needs. As AI systems
increasingly mediate education, employment, healthcare, and civic
life, citizens need literacy that enables them to question, contest, and
reshape these systems. This requires moving beyond detection skills
and productivity hacks to cultivate critical understanding of how AI
systems work, who controls them, and how communities might govern
them democratically.

The contested terrain of AI literacy reflects deeper struggles over
the future of democratic society in an algorithmic age. Whether we
cultivate citizens capable of governing AI or merely consumers able to
use it will shape the possibilities for human flourishing in the decades
ahead. The choice remains ours—but only if we develop the collective
literacy to make it.
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