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Recently, the Allentown School District received a distinguished invitation to join the Google-funded Pioneering Artificial Intelligence
in School Systems (PASS) initiative facilitated by the University of Pennsylvania’s Graduate School of Education. This opportunity
extends beyond professional learning or network participation. It positions us within a national community of system leaders working
to define what responsible, equitable AI integration should look like in public education. Across our system, there is both energy and
urgency, a recognition that we are not simply adopting a new tool, but helping to shape a new chapter in how students learn and how
educators teach.

And yet, I keep returning to a simple test: If I walked into classrooms and asked, “What is AI literacy? What does it mean for learning,
for equity, for students?” too many well-intentioned people might answer, “We got trained, we have the tool, and now I can do my job
faster.”

That is not a critique of our people. It is a naming of the leadership work before us. A single spark of innovation, while beautiful, is not
enough. What we need is not another pilot or badge. We need a connected ecosystem of innovation: a district-wide culture where
innovation becomes steady practice, anchored in shared purpose and unwavering commitment to access for everyone.

Looking Beyond Our Borders

In an earlier blog, I wrote about what becomes visible when we look beyond our borders. In Shanghai, the educational system
operates with intentional vertical alignment, creating a through line from policy to professional learning to classroom practice. In
Uruguay's Ceibal initiative, AI is designed to centralize access and ensure new tools serve all students, not only those with privilege.
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These systems treat innovation as a coherent infrastructure rather than a
program.

Despite the many strengths of the American education system, our default
mode of operation is often fragmentation. In response to what we learned
internationally; the University of Pennsylvania is now helping us create that
coherent vision. This vision is not just for our children, but for teachers,
paraprofessionals, families, community, administrators, and our entire staff
across all employee groups. We are building a broader educational
landscape that holistically embraces the future.

AI, however, is not waiting for our habits to catch up with this moment. If we
approach this moment as a technical problem, we will respond with
predictable actions: pick a platform, run training, draft a policy. Those steps
are not unimportant. But AI is not simply a procurement decision. It is a
disruptive force that changes the conditions of learning and work. Adoption is
only the beginning. Intentionality makes it matter. Alignment makes it last.

Five Conditions That Matter

If we want AI to serve learning rather than simply land as another tool, we have to design conditions, not slogans.

1. First, this work rises or falls on a shared purpose and a learning-centered stance. AI can reduce administrative load, but if
efficiency becomes the focus, we will have undersized the opportunity. The center must be student learning: students' ability to
reason, create, inquire, and solve novel problems. How do we design tasks that require sense-making, not shortcutting?

2. Second, badges are not the work; the real work is adult learning. Training is not transformation. A certification does not
automatically change the assignments students receive or the quality of their work. An ecosystem of innovation requires ongoing
professional learning tied to classroom practice, reinforced through coaching and collaboration. The goal is that new learning
becomes new practice, new practice becomes new culture, and new culture produces new outcomes for our system and
students.

"Greater Possibilities" created by Jayla Walker, William Allen High

School graduate and freshman at Kutztown University.
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3. Third, AI has to expand opportunities for every learner. Right now, some students, often those with access to more resources, are
already using AI to invent, build, and accelerate. They are changing the rules of opportunity. If we do not intentionally build access
and capability for all learners, the gap will widen quickly. Opportunity for all means we provide opportunities for learning in AI
literacy, ethical reasoning, and the use of tools to expand agency.

4. Fourth, trust and safety depend on clear guardrails and readiness. AI raises legitimate questions about identity, safety,
relationships, and misuse. We must respond with human-centered clarity: explicit instruction about credibility, bias, and truth;
clear norms for ethical use; boundaries that protect student privacy and well-being.

5. Fifth, coherence is a community obligation, not an internal memo. Families and students deserve a coherent narrative that
connects AI to opportunity, safety, and the future. In the United States, fragmentation is often the default. From one grade to the
next, one building to the next, one initiative to the next. We must make the "why, what, and how" legible to families and students,
not only to educators.

The Moral Responsibility

Ultimately, this is not a technology project. It is a moral responsibility.

My call to fellow superintendents across the country is this: Do not allow artificial intelligence to become another isolated initiative
layered onto already complex systems. AI must be integrated as part of a coherent, systemwide strategy aligned to teaching, learning,
talent development, and equity.

This is coherence work. It is system-building work. It is leadership work.

We must create the conditions in which innovation is not episodic or uneven, but sustained and equitable, a steady light that expands
opportunity for every child, especially those our systems have historically underserved.

Do not go at this work alone. If you are interested in sharing insights or partnering, please email me
(mailto:superintendent@allentownsd.org) or connect with me on LinkedIn (https://www.linkedin.com/in/dr-carol-d-birks-70746230/) . I would
love to hear from you.
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