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A summary account of the October 6 webinar “Deeper Learning Then and Now: Past Lessons and Future Directions in the Age of AI.”
As generative AI challenges longstanding assumptions about teaching, learning, and assessment, researchers Dr. Jal Mehta and Dr. Sarah Fine argue that the future of deeper learning depends less on technological innovation than on the human relationships, meaningful work, and institutional conditions that make powerful learning possible.
[bookmark: _heading=h.lizbhvrsl27v]Deeper Learning in the Age of AI: What Should Schools Preserve, Rethink, and Redesign?
What happens to deeper learning when students can ask artificial intelligence to do much of the intellectual work that schools have traditionally assigned them?
The question is increasingly urgent as generative AI enters classrooms, reshapes academic expectations, and challenges familiar approaches to assessment. Yet the underlying problems are hardly new. For decades, educators have struggled to create schools where young people do more than complete assignments, accumulate credits, and earn grades. They have sought learning environments where students develop intellectual mastery, discover meaningful interests, and exercise genuine agency.
In an October 2026 webinar hosted by the Center for Innovation in Applied Education Policy (IAEP) at San José State University, we invited Harvard University professor Jal Mehta and University of California, San Diego professor Sarah Fine to revisit these enduring challenges. Drawing on their influential book, In Search of Deeper Learning: The Quest to Remake the American High School, and their subsequent work with schools and educators, Mehta and Fine explored what earlier reform movements can teach us about the opportunities and risks of AI-mediated education.
Their central message was neither a celebration nor a rejection of AI. Instead, they challenged educators to reconsider what schools are fundamentally designed to accomplish.
[bookmark: _heading=h.xkgm8tc711tn]Looking for deeper learning in unexpected places
Mehta and Fine began their research during the height of No Child Left Behind, when standardized testing and accountability pressures dominated conversations about school improvement. Fine recalled teaching 10th-grade English in a Title I school facing possible state intervention. The pressures of test-based accountability had narrowed what seemed possible for teachers and students.
Both researchers wanted to reopen the conversation about educational purposes beyond foundational literacy and mathematics. Their nearly decade-long investigation took them into numerous secondary schools and classrooms, searching for experiences that engaged students intellectually and personally.
One of their most consequential discoveries was that powerful learning frequently occurred outside the academic core.
Electives, extracurricular activities, athletics, and arts programs often provided opportunities for students to pursue meaningful interests, exercise leadership, participate in communities of practice, and receive feedback from people who understood the standards of a particular field.
These environments offered something that conventional classrooms too often lacked: meaningful reasons to learn.
Mehta described deeper learning as emerging at the intersection of three dimensions: mastery, identity, and creativity.
Mastery involves developing knowledge and skill in a domain. Identity involves coming to see oneself as someone capable of participating meaningfully in that domain. Creativity involves producing something of one's own rather than simply reproducing established knowledge.
Importantly, the three dimensions must work together.
Some schools succeeded in developing conventional academic knowledge without cultivating students' intellectual identities or creative capacities. Others fostered welcoming, supportive communities but did not consistently develop the knowledge and skills students needed.
Deeper learning requires more than either academic rigor or belonging alone. It requires their integration with opportunities for meaningful intellectual creation.
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[bookmark: _heading=h.su1paz2sgg3a]Why has deeper learning remained so difficult to scale?
If educators have understood these principles for decades, why have they proven so difficult to institutionalize?
Fine pointed to the remarkable persistence of the American high school's organizational architecture. At a recent convening, she recalled seeing high school transcripts from 1927 and 2026 displayed side by side. Despite nearly a century of educational reform, their underlying structures appeared strikingly similar.
Carnegie units, seat-time requirements, disciplinary divisions, tracking practices, and conventional graduation expectations continue to organize students' educational experiences.
These arrangements are not merely administrative conveniences. They shape what teachers can teach, how students experience learning, and which forms of knowledge schools recognize.
When schedules divide learning into short periods and curricula emphasize coverage, sustained inquiry becomes difficult. When success is measured primarily through grades and credentials, students have incentives to prioritize performance over understanding.
Teacher preparation presents another challenge.
Mehta emphasized that teachers cannot easily create learning experiences they have never encountered themselves. Many educators have spent their own schooling within conventional instructional arrangements. Asking them to design ambitious, interdisciplinary, student-centered learning without opportunities to experience it creates an enormous professional challenge.
Yet he also identified an overlooked resource. Teachers frequently possess rich experiences of deeper learning outside formal schooling — through music, athletics, artistic pursuits, community organizations, and other passions.
These experiences involve practice, mentorship, feedback, collaboration, and growing expertise. Teacher educators can help candidates recognize and transfer these principles into classroom practice.
Fine also described promising developments in career-connected education, performance-based graduation pathways, and opportunities to recognize learning beyond school walls.
Newer approaches to career and technical education may bring intellectual inquiry together with hands-on work and authentic participation in the world. However, Fine cautioned that such programs must avoid reproducing historical patterns of tracking or narrowing education to workforce preparation.
Fine's description of this new wave of career-connected learning struck a chord with moderator Brent Duckor, who saw in it the return of an earlier reform effort, noted:
When Larry Rosenstock, the founder of High Tech High, invited me in 2000 to visit with Dr. Norton Grubb and Dr. David Stern from UC Berkeley, who had just finished up a massive career technical education vocational grant from the federal government in the late 90s, it was as if we were watching the teachers lay out a vision of how to blend academic and vocational purposes in a new way. And it's very exciting to hear that you're seeing schools lean into that again. Another example of how today's reforms are churning and returning back and can draw upon wisdom of practice.
Duckor’s history and Fine’s caution suggest that the real question is not the “returning” of career-connected learning, but what form it will take. The opportunity is to broaden what counts as meaningful learning, not merely to modernize vocational sorting.
[bookmark: _heading=h.1bsnswxz0s66]AI exposes a problem that schools already had
When the conversation turned to generative AI, Fine suggested that the technology is exposing weaknesses in conventional assignments, not creating them. “The types of tasks, especially in core academic classes, that teachers tend to ask students to do are, by and large, the types of tasks AI is really good at doing. Those are the wrong tasks. They always were,” she said.
Students are frequently asked to summarize texts, produce conventional essays, and reproduce established interpretations: precisely the work AI systems perform remarkably well.
The arrival of AI raises an uncomfortable question: Were these assignments ever the strongest measures of meaningful learning?
Fine argued that schools should instead invite students to connect academic ideas with their lived experiences, engage with the world, and reflect on how their understanding changes.
At the same time, she expressed serious concern about cognitive offloading — the possibility that students may delegate essential intellectual processes to AI and thereby miss opportunities to develop their own capacities.
Mehta offered a related observation. Historically, schools have tended to absorb new technologies into existing practices. Interactive whiteboards become electronic chalkboards; tablets become digital worksheets.
Generative AI may be different, Mehta argued, because it disrupts a fundamental assumption of schooling: that completed assignments provide trustworthy evidence of what students know. As he put it:
The basic equation of schooling, which is the teacher gives the student some assignment, the student does that assignment whether they want to or not, and then the teacher takes that as a mark of how well the student knows the content, is broken by AI. So it's a disruptive technology in that sense. And that's why you're seeing not only K to 12, but MIT, Chicago, etc. saying, “Well, crap, we can't do CS50 the way we used to!” We can't, we can't, we can't. We need to rethink these things.
When AI can produce the work, the relationship between assignment completion and demonstrated understanding becomes uncertain.
Nevertheless, Mehta imagined productive uses of AI within authentic projects. Students engaged in meaningful work, supported by strong relationships, multiple drafts, and substantive feedback, might use AI as a resource much as professionals do.
The danger is that students may reach an acceptable destination without understanding the intellectual journey that brought them there.
Mehta's analogy was GPS navigation. “You don't want it to become like GPS: you got there, but you don't know how you got there.” A person arrives successfully but may have learned little about how to navigate independently.
He was also candid about the odds that schools would use AI well. Thoughtful use might take hold in some pockets, he suggested, but “we're kind of bad at doing the hard thing when there's an easy thing.” At scale, he worried, the cognitive offloading Fine described could become the norm.
For educators, the challenge is not simply determining whether AI was used. It is understanding what students learned through the process.
[bookmark: _heading=h.cysq0mx1vg03]From cultures of performance to cultures of learning
Perhaps the most consequential distinction in the discussion concerned what Mehta and Fine described as cultures of performance versus cultures of learning.
In performance-oriented environments, students pursue grades, credentials, rankings, and other signals of achievement. Success becomes a matter of producing evidence that satisfies institutional expectations.
Under these conditions, using AI to generate a stronger assignment may seem entirely rational.
Fine, drawing on historian David Labaree's account of schooling as a competition for credentials, put the logic plainly: “If the goal is simply to get the highest grade and you can get the highest grade using AI, why wouldn't you do that?”
This is not simply a problem of student dishonesty. It reflects the incentive structures schools have created.
Cultures of learning operate differently. They emphasize intellectual growth, developing identities, meaningful participation, and the process of becoming more capable over time.
Students are encouraged to understand who they are becoming, how their thinking is changing, and what contributions they can make within a learning community.
These cultures do not eliminate the risks associated with AI, but they change the purposes for which students might use it.
We connected this distinction to interviews conducted with teachers for our book, AI for Deeper Learning: Promises, Possibilities, and Evolving Practices.
Teachers described concerns about increasingly transactional relationships with students, uncertainty about whether submitted work represented students' thinking, and the difficulty of making AI-assisted learning processes visible.
Some experimented with prompt logs and reflective documentation. Yet these approaches sometimes created burdensome new monitoring routines without resolving the underlying educational dilemma.
The more fundamental question may be whether students experience their work as meaningful enough to invest themselves in it.
[bookmark: _heading=h.tsncozmp59f1]Productive struggle cannot simply be automated
The discussion then turned toward productive struggle—the intellectual grappling through which learners develop understanding, revise assumptions, and transform their thinking.
Fine described how she has redesigned aspects of her university teaching in response to AI.
Rather than relying primarily on work completed independently outside class, she increasingly emphasizes Socratic seminars, collaborative sense-making, visual representations of ideas, and discussion-based activities.
She has deliberately moved intellectual struggle back into the shared classroom experience. “I just have re-centered the struggle as something that happens during our time together,” she explained.
Interestingly, Fine also identified a promising application of AI: generating transcripts of students' discussions that can subsequently support reflection and writing.
The distinction is significant. AI can document and scaffold students' thinking without necessarily replacing the thinking itself.
Mehta similarly described using AI to explore scholarly literature while researching a book on human flourishing. The technology helped him identify intellectual traditions and pursue unfamiliar strands of inquiry.
Yet he cautioned against confusing efficient information retrieval with transformative learning.
Significant learning often involves disequilibrium: encountering ideas or experiences that disrupt established beliefs and require learners to reconstruct their understanding.
Such experiences can be uncomfortable, emotionally demanding, and slow.
AI may help learners access information, but it cannot automatically ensure that they undertake the difficult work of intellectual transformation.
Mehta also raised an important developmental concern. Educational effects unfold over years, not merely across short cycles of technological experimentation.
A tool that appears beneficial for completing today's assignment may have consequences for students' developing independence, judgment, or intellectual confidence that become visible only much later.
This calls for a longer view of educational improvement, particularly when introducing technologies whose developmental implications remain uncertain.
[bookmark: _heading=h.dkin705hqeot]Human relationships become more important, not less
Both researchers repeatedly returned to the importance of human-scale learning environments.
Mehta argued that small communities, where educators know students well, create the conditions necessary for meaningful intellectual risk-taking and growth. “The future is going to require a lot of wise and caring adults in relationship,” he said.
Fine extended this argument to comprehensive high schools, describing successful efforts to organize large institutions into smaller learning communities.
In these settings, teachers can become familiar with students' intellectual development, interests, struggles, and distinctive voices.
That familiarity matters enormously when AI enters the learning process.
A teacher who knows a student's writing can recognize unexpected changes and initiate a conversation about how the work was produced. More importantly, that teacher can ask whether the student has bypassed an opportunity to learn.
Such conversations depend on trust rather than surveillance. As Fine put it, “It's the relationships that AI can't replace.”
The contrast with large, impersonal educational systems is striking. When hundreds of students complete standardized assignments with limited personal interaction, AI detection and enforcement can become substitutes for educational relationships.
Mehta suggested that these environments were already poorly designed for deeper learning before generative AI appeared.
The technology makes their limitations more visible.
[bookmark: _heading=h.jbrt2h6ln84]Redesigning schools—and teacher preparation
What, then, should educators preserve, rethink, or redesign?
The discussion suggested that AI's most promising contributions may emerge when it supports ambitious teaching rather than substitutes for student learning.
Fine described AI-assisted planning tools that help teachers integrate disciplinary standards, project-based learning, accessibility considerations, multilingual learner supports, time constraints, and available resources.
For novice teachers especially, coordinating these demands can be overwhelming.
Thoughtfully designed AI tools may help educators explore possibilities, compare approaches, and develop more coherent instructional plans.
But Fine emphasized that curriculum does not enact itself. Teachers must still interpret, adapt, facilitate, and evaluate learning in particular classrooms.
We also described examples from our interviews in which teachers used translation and other AI-supported accessibility tools to help newcomer and multilingual students participate more fully in classroom discourse.
These examples suggest possibilities for expanding access without abandoning educational judgment.
Yet AI also complicates teacher preparation and licensure. When teacher candidates can use generative tools to construct written components of performance assessments, teacher educators must reconsider what constitutes convincing evidence of professional understanding.
The challenge parallels the one confronting K–12 classrooms: How do we distinguish the production of a polished artifact from the development of genuine expertise?
[bookmark: _heading=h.8a04kpebfhw1]The future of deeper learning is still a human question
Across the conversation, Mehta and Fine resisted the temptation to frame AI as either education's salvation or its inevitable undoing.
Their arguments pointed instead toward a more demanding task: redesigning schools around what decades of research and practice have revealed about meaningful learning.
Students need opportunities to develop mastery, identity, and creativity. They need authentic work, sustained inquiry, productive struggle, thoughtful feedback, and relationships with adults who know them well.
Teachers need professional learning environments that cultivate these same qualities.
AI may support these purposes through accessibility, planning, research, and feedback. It may also undermine them by accelerating cognitive offloading, intensifying transactional approaches to schooling, and rewarding polished performance over genuine understanding.
The outcome will depend less on the technology itself than on the educational cultures and institutional arrangements into which it is introduced.
The history of deeper learning reminds us that ambitious educational possibilities have long existed, often at the margins of conventional schooling.
The question now is whether the disruptions associated with AI will encourage schools to bring those possibilities into the center of students' educational experiences.
Rather than asking only what AI can do for schools, educators might begin with a more enduring question: What kinds of learning, relationships, and human development are schools responsible for making possible — and how might AI help us fulfill those responsibilities without diminishing them?
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