Critical Thinking inthe Age of Al

Why the most valuable skill of the next decade is the one machines can't outsource —and
how a Christ-centered curriculum builds it

The paradox at the center of education right now

Two facts sit uncomfortably side by side.

The first: employers have never wanted critical thinking more. In the World Economic Forum's Future of
Jobs Report 2025, analytical thinking remains the single most sought-after core skill — about seven
in ten companies consider it essential — with resilience, flexibility, curiosity, and lifelong learning
among the skills rising fastest. The WEF estimates that on average 39% of workers' existing skill sets
will be transformed or outdated between 2025 and 2030.

The second: by the measures that matter, students are getting less practiced at exactly this — and it starts
well before the workforce. Researchers at Stanford University (the Stanford History Education Group, led
by Professor Sam Wineburg) assessed 7,804 student responses across 12 states on their ability to
evaluate online information. Their summary: "In every case and at every level, we were taken aback by
students' lack of preparation."” As Wineburg put it, many assume that because young people are fluent in
social media, they are equally perceptive about what they find there — "our work shows the opposite to be
true." The pattern isn't only American. In the OECD's PISA 2018 study — roughly 600,000
fifteen-year-olds across 79 countries — only about 9% could reliably distinguish fact from opinion in
what they read. As the OECD's Andreas Schleicher put it, reading today "is about constructing knowledge,
thinking critically and making well-founded judgments.”

At Harvard, education professors Jal Mehta and Sarah Fine spent years inside thirty of the country's most
admired high schools looking for "deeper learning" — the kind that forms real thinkers. Their sobering
conclusion: even in celebrated schools, the learning that lets students grow as critical and creative thinkers
was "more often the exception than the rule."

The accelerant: what Al isdoing to young minds

Then came generative Al. In 2025, researchers at the MIT Media Lab (Kosmyna et al., "Your Brain on
ChatGPT") put the question under an EEG. Fifty-four participants wrote essays in one of three conditions
— unaided, with a search engine, or with an Al chatbot — and the difference showed up in the brain.
Unaided writers had the strongest, most distributed neural connectivity; the Al group had the weakest, with
mental engagement falling as tool reliance rose. The Al writers also felt the least ownership of their essays
and, tellingly, could not accurately quote work they had produced only minutes earlier. The researchers
named the pattern cognitive debt — the quiet cost of outsourcing the work of thinking until the muscle for it
weakens.

The lesson is not that Al is the enemy. It is that unexamined Al is. The world is simultaneously raising the
price of thinking and thinning the supply. That is the gap a serious curriculum has to close.



What critical thinking actually requires (and why it's teachable)

Critical thinking isn't a personality trait or a slogan. It is a set of habits that can be taught and practiced:
define the question, gather evidence, weigh sources, consider the strongest version of a view you don't
hold, and reach a reasoned conclusion you can defend. It also requires something quieter and increasingly
rare — the willingness to listen before deciding. And it can be trained: researchers at the University of
Cambridge (Roozenbeek, van der Linden et al.), in experiments with nearly 30,000 people, showed that
briefly "inoculating" people — showing them how a manipulation technique works before they encounter it
— measurably strengthens their ability to spot misinformation. Critical thinking responds to teaching; it is a
muscle, not a gift.

Programs struggle to build it for a structural reason, not a moral one. When a course is organized around
delivering content and then testing recall, students learn to retrieve, not to reason. In an age when any fact
can be retrieved instantly — and any essay generated in seconds — retrieval is the one skill machines
already do better than we do. Formation has to move up the ladder: from what happened to how do we
know, what does it mean, and how should we then think.

How FaithCore Lab buildsit — by design, not by accident

FaithCore Lab was built around a simple conviction: because the future is changing faster than any
curriculum can anticipate, students need both a trained mind and an anchored soul. Three design choices
make critical thinking a habit rather than a hope.

1. We prepare students for hard questions instead of protecting them from them.

Our published teaching standard is deliberately titled No Politics. No Padded Rooms. We don't teach
partisanship, and we don't shelter students from difficulty. Our courses put tough issues in front of students
and ask them to research, weigh evidence, hear the strongest version of views they don't hold, and reach
their own reasoned conclusions — with the Bible as their North Star. Where Scripture speaks clearly, we
teach with conviction; where faithful Christians differ, we teach students how to think, not what to conclude.

2. We treat listening as the first act of critical thinking.

Scripture ties good thinking to good listening — to be quick to listen and slow to speak (James 1:19), and
that answering before hearing is folly (Proverbs 18:13). Students learn to hear the strongest version of
what someone else believes and to look first for common ground, the way Paul began with what his
hearers already knew in Athens (Acts 17:22-28). In the polarized, Al-saturated information environment
Stanford and MIT describe, the ability to genuinely understand another view before answering is not soft —
it is the rarest form of rigor.

3. We grade reasoning, not recall — and never belief.

Assessment is where intentions become habits. FaithCore Lab's K-12 assessment bank runs to more
than 19,000 items, each written with its own answer rationale. Every grade course culminates in
cumulative and capstone synthesis rather than a memory dump, and our elective courses close with a
guided project. We test a student's knowledge, understanding, and reasoning — and we grade their



evidence and the quality of their thinking. What we never grade is a student's beliefs, testimony, or heart.
That distinction is what lets us push hard on the thinking while keeping the conscience free.

The point, not a feature

Used well, Al can become a sparring partner that sharpens thinking rather than a crutch that replaces it —
but only for students formed to interrogate an answer instead of accepting it. That is the world our students
are walking into: one that will change faster every year of their lives. The ones who flourish will be those
who never stop learning, never stop adapting, and never lose their anchor while everything else moves.
Building that kind of thinker is not a feature of our curriculum. It is the point of it.
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