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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 prepare students as
ethical, effective, and creative
users of Al in the workplace.
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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According to the Equitable Al Alliance
project’s survey of students across all
California State University (CSU) campuses,
95.5% of CSU students are worried about Al's
impact on job security. However, researchers
from Jobs for the Future and the Federal
Reserve Bank of San Francisco shared the
same message: Al impact on job tasks does
not have to mean Al replacement. The 2023
Jobs for the Future report The Al-Ready
Workforce' stressed the urgent need to
prepare the future workforce with the
following Al-ready skills:

1.How to work with Al in your profession

2.General Al literacy

3.Human interpersonal collaboration
communication and management skills

4.High level analytical, critical thinking and
planning skills

5.Creativity and innovation

6. Adaptability and continuous learning

This suggests that thoughtful integration of
Al into college courses in a way that allows
students to critically and creatively engage
with it is crucial for future job preparation,
yet California higher education does not yet
seem to be meeting that need at scale.

1 The Center for Artificial Intelligence & the Future of Work. (2023). The Al-Ready Workforce: How Leaders and Workers Can
Prepare for a Reshaped Future of Work. Jobs for the Future. https:/info.jff.org/ai-ready
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Wide Variation in Al Use

In a parallel survey of faculty conducted by
the same project, only 5.9% of CSU faculty
and staff said they required the use of Al in
their course with another 19% encouraging
but not requiring it, while 46.9% discouraged
use of Al, expressly forbid it, or did not
acknowledge it at all. Understandably,
faculty do not want to (and indeed, cannot)
force students to use Al, some of whom,
they share, express ethical or environmental
concerns around its use.

However, faculty are also concerned that
those who forbid use of Al and students who
avoid it don't understand the implications on
future hireability. Summarized one professor
in regards to faculty: “Everybody's using Al,
and if we don't allow students to use Al in
our classes or labs, then you know we're not
preparing them for the workforce.” Another
faculty member shared in regards to student
Al reluctance: “An individual who would be
averse and might misunderstand that they
don't want to use Al because that would lead
to people losing jobs, has no idea that the
workforce themselves expects them now to
be competent in it to the point where you're
given four hours to deploy a whole back end
[system infrastructure] using Cursor or
something like that.”

Some faculty are actively working to adapt
their courses to changing industry needs.
Shared one faculty member:

“From an industry perspective, what I'm
hearing is employers really want
employees who know how to use Al...
So, some of our faculty members are
kind of having those conversations with
industry around, okay, what does it look
like to use Al in accounting? You know,
what are the tasks that it's good at?
What do you expect people to know how
to do? And we need to teach our
students how to do those things so that
they're prepared for the job market.”

Use of Al in courses, meanwhile, may vary not
only across individual faculty members but
also according to discipline-specific attitudes
towards Al, regardless of workforce
developments. Learning Lab grantees at San
Francisco State University that had
conducted institution-wide surveys noted
differences in student Al exposure depending
on what department they were in. One
professor shared: “There's a lot of exposure
happening in the College of Business. And it's
not happening at that level in Liberal and
Creative Arts. So there's a huge difference in
the question that, Al will help me in the future,
in getting jobs.”

Leveraging Al to Teach Writing
with Humans in the Loop

Learning Lab has funded two large
intersegmental projects on leveraging Al to
teach writing. The writing professors have
shared that at national conferences, many
faculty they have encountered are operating
from an anti-Al stance. But forbidding the use
of Al in writing classes altogether does not
teach students the skills they will need to
engage thoughtfully with Al-assisted writing
in future professional and personal contexts.
A PI for the Learning Lab project Peer & Al
Review + Reflection (PAIRR) shared their
strategy for ensuring students are prepared
to critically interact with Al when used in the
writing process.


https://dictionary.apa.org/zone-of-proximal-development
https://dictionary.apa.org/zone-of-proximal-development
https://cursor.com/
https://dictionary.apa.org/zone-of-proximal-development
https://dictionary.apa.org/zone-of-proximal-development
https://dictionary.apa.org/zone-of-proximal-development
https://dictionary.apa.org/zone-of-proximal-development

“With PAIRR, we're really trying to pair Al
feedback on student writing with peer
feedback and with instructor feedback, so
that what students are doing are thinking
about, how do | use Al feedback? How do |
use [an] Al tool not to write my paper, so,
you know, 11:50 at night, when it's due at
11:59, I drop the assignment in, | drop the
rubric in, | drop a draft in, and presto, Im
done? But rather, how do you, earlier in the
process, provide a working draft, provide
particular questions, and also ask
questions of the Al tool that really helps
you achieve the goals that you want as a
writer with PAIRR... how do you keep
humans in the loop... not just cognitively
offloading all these tasks?”

PAIRR's approach ensures that students
are not only learning how to use Al, but
doing so in an Al-literate and ethical way -
critically engaging with it, understanding
its limitations as well as its affordances,
and keeping humans in the loop. PAIRR's
approach aligns well with what Jobs for
the Future identified as key skills for an Al
literate workforce, and is something
educators are uniquely positioned to
provide in classroom settings.

PAIRR's approach aligns well with
what Jobs for the Future identified as
key skills for an Al literate workforce,
and is something educators are
uniquely positioned to provide in
classroom settings.

Fostering Creative Use of Al in
the Workplace

Other faculty are helping students engage
creatively with Al while helping them to
recognize how their own human creativity adds
value in Al-enabled work. For example, the Al
Integration in Higher Education: Marketing
project has had students work with local
businesses to help develop Al-enabled solutions
to meet their needs, whether that be identifying
what product matches customer preferences or
developing a social media content strategy.
Central to this effort was not only helping
students develop 21st century workplace skills
for leveraging Al in business and marketing, but
also enabling them to articulate the value-add of
their role as the human in the loop: “They are
more confident, showing...it's not just the Al
[that] created this....| have my thoughts, my
guidance in there, and | can help business with
the same thing, to stand out in the Al era.”

While much attention is given to major
California tech employers that are deeply
embedded in Al, it is important to note that
small businesses constitute the majority of the
state’'s employers.
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Ignoring Al is not a neutral
stance; it is a decision to leave
students underprepared for the
world they are entering.

In fact, according to the Public Policy
Institute of California, most California
businesses are small and most
Californians are employed by small
businesses. )

Many California industries and workplaces
themselves, small and otherwise, may be
uncertain as to how and whether to
leverage Al and lack internal expertise in
this area. The faculty lead for the Marketing
project noted that one of its participating
businesses — a bicycle manufacturer and
significant local employer — lacked in-
house software or app development
expertise, limiting its ability to explore how
Al could help it adapt to a changing
customer base.

Through the Titan Research Immersion
project led by semiconductor engineering
faculty, industry representatives were
brought in to speak with students about
how Al is being used in the workplace. The
faculty lead shared that industry managers
seemed to echo the disparate messages
students are getting in classrooms: some
encourage use of Al, some forbid it, and
some adopt a neutral stance.

Students in the Titan project learned how
to use Al to support chip design including
comparing the output of different general-
purpose Al technologies; such applications
of Al literacy are transferable to jobs and
workplaces that may lack such capacity.

Through initiatives like the marketing and
semiconductor projects, students are

engaging with real-world applications of Al and
becoming equipped with skills to support
businesses in understanding and adapting to Al.
This aligns with many of Jobs for the Future’s
identified readiness needs, including how to
apply Al in the workplace, general Al literacy,
analytical and critical thinking skills, creativity
and innovation, adaptability and continuous
learning, as well as a clear understanding of
where the human fits in when leveraging Al in
the workplace.

While some faculty worry that the pace of Al is
changing so quickly that adapting curriculum to
support use is not a practical endeavor, it has
become clear that faculty-led workforce
preparation — through instruction that is aligned
to broad skills such as writing, or industry
specific applications such as marketing and
chip design — can provide students with the
critical and creative capacities needed to work
effectively with Al, even as the technology
continues to change.

Early Conclusions

Higher education has the opportunity to prepare
ethical, creative, critical, adaptable, Al literate
employees for workplaces that need to both find
ways to leverage Al and understand the unique
importance of humans in the loop. This reality
places a clear responsibility on colleges and
universities: to evolve in ways that meet student
needs, safeguard educational integrity, and
prepare graduates for a rapidly shifting
professional landscape. Ignoring Al is not a
neutral stance; it is a decision to leave students
underprepared for the world they are entering.

2 Cremin, S., & McConville, S. (2025). California’s Businesses. Public Policy Institute of California.

https://www.ppic.org/publication/californias-businesses/
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