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

The language we use to describe understanding shapes what we
believe needs to be understood. When educators, policymakers, and
technologists speak of ”AI literacy,” they invoke a powerful metaphor
that carries assumptions about what citizens need to know, how they
should learn it, and who gets to decide. Yet beneath this seemingly
straightforward term lies a conceptual battlefield where competing
visions of education, democracy, and human agency collide.

The urgency of this debate becomes clear when we examine the
landscape of AI adoption in education. Research from [5] reveals [5] AI in High School Education

Report - bowdoin.eduthat 85% of students were using AI tools by 2024, while only 31% of
schools had developed AI policies—and 60% of educators found those
policies unclear. This gap between rapid adoption and institutional
preparedness isn’t merely an implementation challenge; it reflects
deeper confusion about what AI literacy means and why it matters.

The stakes extend far beyond classroom walls. As [8] argues, AI [8] AI Literacy: A Framework to Un-
derstand, Evaluate, and Use Emerging
...

literacy has become essential for navigating a world where algorithms
shape everything from news feeds to loan applications, from medical
diagnoses to criminal justice decisions. Without clear frameworks for
understanding these systems, citizens risk becoming passive subjects
of algorithmic authority rather than active participants in democratic
life.

The Battle of Definitions: Technical Skills vs Critical Under-
standing

The most fundamental tension in AI literacy debates lies between
those who emphasize technical competence and those who priori-
tize critical evaluation. This isn’t merely an academic distinction—it
shapes curriculum design, assessment methods, and ultimately, what
kinds of citizens our educational systems produce.

The technical skills approach dominates industry-aligned frame-
works. [10] introduces a ”4D AI Fluency” model focused on observable [10] Anthropic Education Report: The

AI Fluency Indexbehaviors: how people discover AI tools, develop prompting skills,
discern appropriate use cases, and deploy them effectively. This frame-
work assumes that measurable interactions with AI systems serve as
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valid proxies for literacy. Similarly, [26] positions prompt engineering [26] Prompt engineering as a new 21st
century skillas a distinct competency requiring systematic educational integration,

complete with frameworks like AIPROMPT, CLEAR, and CRISPE for
teaching effective AI interaction.

Yet this behavioral focus obscures deeper questions about under-
standing and agency. [7] offers a more nuanced framework distinguish- [7] AI Literacy in K-12 and Higher

Education in the Wake of Generative
AI ...

ing between functional, critical, and indirect literacy, each intersecting
with technical, tool, and sociocultural perspectives. This nine-cell
matrix reveals how narrow skills-based approaches miss crucial dimen-
sions of AI literacy—particularly the ability to question AI systems’
assumptions, recognize their limitations, and understand their societal
impacts.

The critical literacy camp argues that true AI understanding re-
quires more than operational competence. [25] traces how AI literacy [25] Navigating the landscape of AI

literacy education: insights from a ...education has evolved from purely technical training toward frame-
works emphasizing ethical reasoning, bias recognition, and sociocul-
tural awareness. This shift reflects growing recognition that citizens
need not just to use AI tools but to evaluate their outputs, understand
their limitations, and participate in governance decisions about their
deployment.

The tension between these approaches manifests in classroom prac-
tices. [20] documents how business schools struggle to balance teach- [20] Inclusive AI Literacy in Business

Education | AACSBing practical AI skills with developing critical evaluation capabilities.
Their solution—tiered workshops, peer mentoring, and diagnostic
assessments—attempts to bridge both dimensions, but the fundamen-
tal question remains: is AI literacy primarily about doing or under-
standing?

This debate matters because it shapes who gets included in AI liter-
acy initiatives. Technical skills approaches tend to favor those with ex-
isting digital access and comfort with technology. Critical approaches,
while more inclusive in principle, often require educational scaffold-
ing that many institutions lack. [6] provides a comparative analysis [6] AI Literacies in Focus: From

Frameworks to Action | Comparative
...

showing how different institutional contexts lead to radically different
literacy implementations, from technical bootcamps to philosophical
seminars on AI ethics.

The Cognitive Crisis: When Tools Shape Minds

Perhaps no aspect of AI literacy generates more alarm than evidence
of cognitive impact on students. The concern isn’t merely that stu-
dents use AI to complete assignments—it’s that AI use may funda-
mentally alter how they think, create, and engage with knowledge.
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[1] captures educators’ growing panic about students who have ”for- [1] ’Students can’t reason’: Teachers
warn AI is fueling a crisis in kids’
ability to think

gotten how to think or analyze critically.” The article draws from a
major Brookings study documenting how AI dependence correlates
with decreased analytical capability, though the causal mechanisms
remain disputed. Teachers report students struggling with basic rea-
soning tasks when AI assistance isn’t available, suggesting that the
scaffolding provided by AI may prevent the development of indepen-
dent cognitive skills.

The evidence extends beyond anecdotal teacher concerns. [4] [4] AI Challenges Core Assumptions
in Educationpresents research showing that AI use during creative tasks damages

students’ creative self-concept and reduces critical evaluation during
artifact creation. This isn’t simply about academic dishonesty—it’s
about how AI mediation changes the fundamental experience of learn-
ing and creating.

Yet the cognitive impact story isn’t uniformly negative. [29] docu- [29] The Impact of AI in Advancing
Accessibility for Learners with ...ments how AI tools provide unprecedented support for students with

disabilities, from real-time transcription to personalized learning adap-
tations. [2] goes further, presenting an entire learning platform built [2] AccessiLearnAI: An Accessibility-

First, AI-Powered E-Learning ... -
MDPI

on accessibility-first principles, demonstrating how AI can enhance
rather than diminish cognitive engagement for marginalized learners.

This paradox—AI as both cognitive enhancer and inhibitor—reveals
the poverty of simple pro- or anti-AI positions. The question isn’t
whether AI helps or harms learning, but under what conditions, for
which students, and with what kinds of scaffolding. [24] argues for a [24] Making AI work for schools -

Brookingsnuanced approach recognizing both risks and opportunities, empha-
sizing the need for intentional pedagogical design rather than either
wholesale adoption or prohibition.

The assessment crisis crystallizes these cognitive concerns. Tradi-
tional evaluation methods assume individual, unassisted production of
knowledge artifacts. When students can generate essays, solve prob-
lems, and create presentations with AI assistance, these assumptions
collapse. [9] documents how universities scramble to develop new as- [9] AI Ready University (2): Building

Responsible AI Policies That Actually
...

sessment strategies, from process-focused evaluation to collaborative
assessments that assume AI use. But these adaptations raise deeper
questions: if we’re teaching students to think with AI rather than
despite it, what happens to human agency and independent reasoning?

Whose Literacy Counts? The Politics of Definition

The question of who defines AI literacy reveals power dynamics often
obscured by technical discussions. When frameworks emerge from
technology companies, government agencies, educational institutions,
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or community organizations, they embed different assumptions about
what citizens need to know and why.

Corporate frameworks tend to emphasize user engagement and
product adoption. The previously mentioned Anthropic study mea-
sures ”fluency” through platform interactions, implicitly equating
literacy with consumption. This approach benefits technology compa-
nies by normalizing AI use and creating metrics that suggest successful
adoption, but it tells us little about whether users understand the
systems they’re engaging with or can evaluate their outputs critically.

Government frameworks reveal different priorities. [13] from the [13] Cadre pour l’utilisation péda-
gogique de l’intelligence artificielle
...

European Schools system emphasizes legal compliance, ethical guide-
lines, and institutional governance. [12] frames AI literacy as economic [12] Building an AI-Ready America:

Teaching in the AI agecompetitiveness and national security. These frameworks embed as-
sumptions about citizen-state relationships and the purposes of public
education.

Academic frameworks attempt to balance multiple perspectives
but often reflect disciplinary biases. Computer science departments
emphasize technical understanding; education schools focus on peda-
gogical integration; philosophy departments stress ethical reasoning.
[3] shows how even within education, different stakeholder groups— [3] AI and Accessibility in Education -

cosn.orgteachers, administrators, technology coordinators, special education
specialists—define AI literacy differently based on their institutional
positions and daily challenges.

The voices often missing from these definitional debates are those
most affected by AI systems. Students, particularly from marginalized
communities, rarely participate in defining what AI literacy means for
them. [18] provides rare insight into how young people actually use [18] How Teens Use and View AI
AI—64% for chatbots, 57% for information seeking—but their usage
patterns don’t necessarily align with what educators think they should
be learning.

This definitional politics matters because it determines resource
allocation and curricular priorities. When AI literacy is defined pri-
marily as technical skills, schools invest in coding classes and prompt
engineering workshops. When defined as critical thinking, they might
prioritize media literacy and ethics courses. When defined as economic
preparation, vocational training takes precedence. Each definition
creates winners and losers, included and excluded populations.

[21] synthesizes research showing how different national contexts [21] Intelligence Artificielle et Éduca-
tion : IA Synthèse des Apports de la
...

produce vastly different AI literacy frameworks. French approaches
emphasize republican values and critical reasoning; American frame-
works stress innovation and economic opportunity; Nordic countries
prioritize equity and democratic participation. These aren’t neutral

https://www.eursc.eu/BasicTexts/2025-01-D-65-fr-2.pdf
https://www.eursc.eu/BasicTexts/2025-01-D-65-fr-2.pdf
https://www.eursc.eu/BasicTexts/2025-01-D-65-fr-2.pdf
https://www.eursc.eu/BasicTexts/2025-01-D-65-fr-2.pdf
https://blogs.microsoft.com/on-the-issues/2026/02/24/teaching-in-the-ai-age/
https://blogs.microsoft.com/on-the-issues/2026/02/24/teaching-in-the-ai-age/
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https://www.tice-education.fr/tous-les-articles-er-ressources/objets-connectes/1848-intelligence-artificielle-et-education-ia-synthese-des-apports-de-la-recherche-et-enjeux-pour-les-politiques-publiques
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technical choices but reflections of deeper cultural values about educa-
tion’s purpose.

The Implementation Chasm: Policy Meets Reality

The gap between AI literacy frameworks and classroom reality reveals
the messy politics of educational change. Even well-designed frame-
works falter when they encounter underresourced schools, overworked
teachers, and students already navigating multiple digital divides.

[28] documents the paralysis gripping many educational institu- [28] Schools Are Taking Too Long
to Craft AI Policy. Why That’s a
Problem

tions. While 89% of district leaders report that generative AI will sig-
nificantly impact education, most lack concrete implementation plans.
This isn’t simply bureaucratic slowness—it reflects genuine uncertainty
about what AI literacy means and how to teach it responsibly.

The implementation gap particularly affects equity. Well-resourced
schools experiment with AI labs, personalized tutoring systems, and
sophisticated literacy curricula. Meanwhile, under-resourced schools
struggle with basic technology access and teacher training. [19] reveals [19] IA à l’école : la transformation de

la familiarité en appropriationhow French schools attempting AI integration face vast disparities
in teacher preparedness and student access, creating new forms of
educational inequality even as they attempt to address AI literacy.

Teacher preparation emerges as a critical bottleneck. Most educa-
tors received no training in AI systems during their own education and
now must simultaneously learn these tools while teaching them. [15] [15] Examining Teaching Competen-

cies and Challenges While Integrating
Artificial Intelligence in Higher Edu-
cation

documents the impossible position of faculty expected to integrate AI
thoughtfully while lacking institutional support or clear guidelines.
The result is often either wholesale rejection or uncritical adoption—
neither serving students well.

The assessment challenge compounds implementation difficulties.
[30] demonstrates how student AI use correlates with assignment type, [30] Where there’s a will there’s a

way: ChatGPT is used more when
essay ...

suggesting that traditional assessments incentivize AI dependence
rather than literacy development. Yet developing new assessment
methods requires time, training, and institutional support that many
educators lack.

Successful implementation examples offer lessons about what works.
[22] documents how Spanish universities implementing comprehensive [22] La IA generativa en las universi-

dades: oportunidades y retosAI policies see better outcomes when they involve all stakeholders—
students, faculty, administrators, and technical staff—in policy de-
velopment. Top-down mandates fail; collaborative frameworks that
acknowledge different perspectives and needs show more promise.

https://www.edweek.org/technology/schools-are-taking-too-long-to-craft-ai-policy-why-thats-a-problem/2024/02
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Beyond Skills: Literacy for Democratic Participation

The narrow focus on skills and competencies obscures AI literacy’s
democratic dimensions. Citizens need more than the ability to use
AI tools or even evaluate their outputs—they need to participate in
collective decisions about AI’s role in society.

[14] examines how AI tools designed to enhance legislative trans- [14] Can AI strengthen democracy?
Italy’s parliament offers a test caseparency can either democratize or technocratize governance, depend-

ing on citizens’ ability to understand and engage with these systems.
This isn’t about individual skills but collective capacity for democratic
participation in an algorithmic age.

The misinformation crisis illustrates why democratic AI literacy
matters. [17] shows how AI systems amplify existing biases and cre- [17] How AI resurrects racist stereo-

types and disinformation — and why
fact-checking isn’t enough

ate new forms of manipulation. Individual fact-checking skills prove
insufficient; citizens need to understand how AI systems generate and
spread misinformation systemically.

This democratic dimension requires different pedagogical ap-
proaches. Rather than teaching students to be better individual AI
users, education might focus on collective evaluation and governance
skills. [27] demonstrates how policy decisions about AI require citizen [27] REPORT on copyright and

generative artificial intelligenceinput on complex questions balancing innovation, rights, and social
values. Preparing citizens for these deliberations requires more than
technical knowledge—it demands understanding of legal frameworks,
ethical reasoning, and democratic process.

The youth mental health crisis reveals another democratic dimen-
sion. [16] documents how young people increasingly turn to AI for [16] Generative AI: Risks and oppor-

tunities for children - UNICEFemotional support and advice, often without understanding these sys-
tems’ limitations or biases. This isn’t just an individual risk but a
collective challenge requiring societal decisions about AI’s appropriate
role in human development and wellbeing.

International perspectives enrich our understanding of AI literacy’s
democratic dimensions. [11] emphasizes participatory governance [11] Australian Framework for Artifi-

cial Intelligence in Higher Educationand indigenous perspectives often absent from Northern Hemisphere
frameworks. These alternative approaches suggest that democratic AI
literacy might look different in different cultural contexts, challenging
universal framework assumptions.

Reframing the Question

The debate over AI literacy ultimately reflects deeper questions about
education’s purpose in a democratic society. Are we preparing work-

https://www.politico.eu/article/can-ai-strengthen-democracy-italy-parliament-test-case-technology-europe/
https://www.politico.eu/article/can-ai-strengthen-democracy-italy-parliament-test-case-technology-europe/
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https://www.acses.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/Australian-Framework-for-Artificial-Intelligence-in-Higher-Education-Final.pdf
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ers, citizens, or human beings? Do we prioritize economic competitive-
ness, social justice, or individual flourishing? How we answer shapes
what we mean by AI literacy and how we teach it.

Current frameworks often fail by trying to do everything at once.
They promise technical skills for employment, critical thinking for
citizenship, and ethical reasoning for human development. The result
is conceptual muddle and implementation paralysis. [23] offers a more [23] Lignes directrices pédagogiques

pour légales et l’utilisation ...focused approach, clearly prioritizing legal compliance and ethical use
within educational contexts. While narrower than some might prefer,
this clarity enables concrete implementation.

Perhaps the path forward requires acknowledging that AI literacy
isn’t singular but multiple—different literacies for different purposes
and populations. Technical literacy matters for those building and
maintaining AI systems. Critical literacy serves those evaluating AI
outputs and impacts. Democratic literacy enables collective gover-
nance decisions. Rather than seeking one framework to rule them all,
we might develop complementary approaches serving different needs.

This multiplicity demands new institutional arrangements. Rather
than housing AI literacy in computer science or media studies depart-
ments, institutions might create interdisciplinary spaces where dif-
ferent literacy dimensions interact. Students would encounter AI not
as a separate subject but as a dimension of all subjects—learning to
evaluate AI-generated historical narratives in history class, AI-assisted
diagnoses in biology, AI-composed music in arts courses.

The most profound shift might be from individual to collective
frameworks. Current AI literacy discussions focus on what individuals
need to know. But many AI challenges—from algorithmic bias to
surveillance capitalism—require collective response. Teaching students
to work together to evaluate, govern, and when necessary resist AI
systems might matter more than individual prompt engineering skills.

As we map AI literacy’s contested terrain, we discover that the
question isn’t simply ”what should people know about AI?” but ”what
kind of society do we want to create with and through AI?” The tech-
nical, critical, and democratic dimensions of AI literacy each em-
body different answers to this fundamental question. Our educational
choices today shape not just individual capabilities but collective pos-
sibilities for human agency in an algorithmic age. The frameworks we
choose, the voices we include, and the implementations we support
will determine whether AI literacy empowers democratic participa-
tion or merely produces more sophisticated consumers of technological
products. That choice remains ours to make—if we develop the liter-
acy to recognize it.

https://www.eursc.eu/BasicTexts/2025-01-D-66-fr-2.pdf
https://www.eursc.eu/BasicTexts/2025-01-D-66-fr-2.pdf
https://www.eursc.eu/BasicTexts/2025-01-D-66-fr-2.pdf
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