This brief draws on early
insights from projects funded
by Learning Lab, regarding
critical questions about the use
of Al in California higher
education. Although most
projects are still underway and
final conclusions are
forthcoming, the brief
spotlights the potential of
faculty-led, student-centered
innovation to advance Al
literacy for faculty and
students across the state.
Insights from related
discussions at the “Better
Together” convening may be
incorporated into a Learning
Lab white paper to be
published in the coming
months. For more information
about projects funded through
Learning Lab’s Al Challenge,
please visit
https://calearninglab.org/
projects/.
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In 2025, the World Economic Forum named Al literacy as

a core educational competency: beyond being simply “a
‘nice to have’ for IT professionals; it's essential for
developing human intelligence itself and has key
implications for the education sector.”' At the same time,
the prevalence of Al use without adequate Al literacy to
support it is of increasing concern. A 2024 global survey
conducted by EY showed that Gen Z students, despite
being considered “natives” to the technology, “Scored
poorly on evaluating and identifying critical shortfalls with
Al technology, such as whether Al systems can make up
facts.” > A 2025 survey from Gallup of American Gen Z
Youth found that while “Most Gen Zers (79%) say they use
generative artificial intelligence products,’ they are also
“more likely to say that these tools make them anxious
(41%) than hopeful (27%) or excited (36%),"? indicating
familiarity with the tools, but not necessarily fluency or
critical understanding.

1 Milberg, T. (2025, May 22). Why Al literacy is now a core competency in education. World Economic Forum.
https://www.weforum.org/stories/2025/05/why-ai-literacy-is-now-a-core-competency-in-education/

2 Merriman, M., Sdiz, B.S. (2024). How can we upskill Gen Z as fast as we train Al?. EY. https://www.ey.com/en_us/about-us/corporate-
responsibility/how-can-we-upskill-gen-z-as-fast-as-we-train-ai

3 Gallup. (2025). Walton Family Foundation-Gallup Voices of Gen Z: How American Youth View and Use Artificial Intelligence. Gallup.
https://www.gallup.com/analytics/658901/walton-family-foundation-gallup-voices-gen-american-youth.aspx
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These findings were reflected across interviews Learning Lab
conducted with its Al Challenge grantees. As one San Diego
State University faculty member noted:

“Sometimes there's a difference between what students tell
themselves, and what's actually true... they may think to
themselves, it's not replacing my critical thinking, I'm actually
using this as a study aid. But sometimes when you talk to them
and learn about, okay, what does that process look like? How
are you using it to help you? They've replaced more of their
critical thinking sometimes than I think they've realized, but of
course, it depends student to student, discipline to discipline.”

Al literacy, therefore, involves more than just learning the step-by-step of how to operate Al tools.
Proper Al literacy must foster critical thinking, reflective decision-making, the skills to evaluate Al
output independently, and, perhaps most crucially, a sense of agency that empowers individuals to
make informed decisions about when, how, and why to use Al in ways that support learning rather
than circumvent it. As one faculty grantee stated, “People need to at least understand the basics to
be able to even consider and make their own ethical choices around how it's utilized... And that's
why | say literacy is so important, right? Because it's hard to even have the conversation if you don't
understand the basics of Al”

Varied Al Use and the Implications for Student Equity

Faculty have a responsibility in cultivating this literacy, and not only among students, but also
among their educator peers. However, there is a wide gulf between faculty and departments that
are moving quickly to explore and understand the potential benefits and pitfalls of Al and those that
are avoidant. In a 2025 survey *of over 70,000 students across all California State University (CSU)
campuses conducted by the Equitable Al Alliance project (led by San Diego State University),
roughly 53% of students reported that they regularly use Al-powered tools or applications in their
studies, while nearly 67% of students felt that their professors were not teaching them how to use
Al effectively. This indicates that while Al use is prevalent, a large majority of students are not being
adequately guided and trained in using these tools appropriately.

Learning Lab’s systematic review of the state of Al in California
higher education institutions (drawing on application data from
46 California Community Colleges, 22 CSU and eight University
A conflicting and of California institutions for Learning Lab’s 2024 Al Challenge
grants) indicated that the degree of student Al literacy was

confus!ng inconsistent and often tied to decisions and approaches of
educational individual faculty, departments, or extracurricular initiatives. This
Iandscape impacts has led to a conflicting and confusing educational landscape,

. which impacts student experience as well as student equity:
student experience learners must navigate between classes that have vastly
and student equity. different approaches and varying degrees of clarity and

understanding around Al use, and as some students
subsequently gain more exposure and experience with
leveraging Al tools than others, the implications for potentially
deepening the digital divide are significant and concerning.

4 Goldberg, D. (2026). Al Survey Dashboard. San Diego State University Al Survey. https://aisurvey.sdsu.edu/dashboard/
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Creating and Testing Al Literacy Models

Several Learning Lab grantees are modeling how faculty across institutions can work with each
other and alongside their students to determine what applied, equitable Al literacy looks like, how
to properly work with Al as opposed to having Al do the work, how to build skills for assessing for
misinformation and bias, and resist overreliance into the overall learning process. UC Berkeley’s
Creating a Framework for Valued Learning Outcomes in 2030 project is working with instructors and
students across disciplines in a series of in-depth, interactive interviews and focus groups to
reconceptualize how to assess the skills of college-level critical thinking and information literacy
through the lens of asset-oriented, equitable, and accessible instruction, and modifying AAC&U'’s
Value Rubrics® to support formal assessment of core skills in an age of generative Al.

The Equitable Al Alliance — a regional, intersegmental partnership between San Diego State
University (SDSU), UC San Diego, and San Diego Community College District (SDCCD) -
addresses Al literacy needs as well as wider concerns about Al use in education potentially
deepening the existing digital divide among higher resourced students and institutions and lower
resourced students and institutions. By creating a consortium with pooled resources and
negotiating power, the Alliance aims to improve access for faculty, staff, and students to best
practices, resources, and expertise. It has developed a publicly-available microcredential that trains
students in the basics of Al and dimensions of responsible use, which has been integrated into a
required first-year class at SDSU. Additionally, the Alliance is working to ensure equitable access
through the construction and expansion of high-quality internal Al tools that all three institutions
will leverage to bridge the digital divide. As Michelle Frischthal, the Alliance’s co-Pl at SDCCD,
stated, “By equipping students, faculty, and staff with the tools, knowledge, and collaborative
opportunities needed to navigate and succeed in an Al-enhanced future, we are addressing equity
gaps in education and fostering an inclusive Al ecosystem.”®

What these approaches have in common is a ground-up, localized student and faculty approach
to Al literacy, involving a combination of student and faculty engagement across multiple
departments, with institutional level leadership and buy-in supporting cross-campus efforts at
faculty and student literacy.

Early Conclusions

These early insights indicate that Al literacy cannot be left to chance, the choices of
individual instructors, or uneven guidance and engagement with Al tools. Instead, it must be
fostered with intentionality, in collaboration with learners, and with a clear, comprehensive
approach to improving equity. These ongoing efforts of educators across California’s public
higher education systems show that when institutions support shared frameworks,
cross-campus and interdisciplinary partnerships, and student-centered strategies, they can
create the necessary conditions for students to not only learn the basics of navigating and
deploying Al tools, but to do so with discernment, agency, and a critical eye. Building a
coherent, equitable Al literacy ecosystem is therefore not simply an instructional challenge,
it is a foundational requirement for preparing students, faculty, and institutions to adapt to
and succeed in an Al-infused future.

5 AAC&U’s Value rubrics available at: https://www.aacu.org/value/rubrics

6 San Diego State University. (2024, November 25). SDSU, UC San Diego and SDCCD awarded grant for Equitable Al
Alliance. San Diego Community College District NewsCenter.
https://www.sdccd.edu/departments/communications/newscenter/articles/2024/equitable-ai-alliance.aspx
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