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Chancellor Khosla and I are a good team to introduce this conference, because we land in 
different places on the AI continuum – marked on the one extreme by those who believe AI will 
usher in a new utopia, and on the other, by those who believe it will kill us all. While his 
disciplinary background predisposes him to focus more on the promise, mine – I’m a historian – 
attunes me to its potential costs and unforeseen consequences.  

Historians are skeptical of confident predictions about how new scientific breakthroughs and 
technologies will shape the future. Of course, such breakthroughs do transform things, just not 
always in the ways that people expect. In the twentieth century, people championed the 
educational potential of radio, television, and the internet. (Remember MOOCs?) In each case, 
initial exuberance yielded to realism or even cynicism – in part due to corporate consolidation of 
the mediums, but also because access to information did not make people more learned. Real 
learning takes time and a great deal of effort. And while comprehension sometimes comes in 
flashes, these thrilling moments are almost always preceded by a slog. 

The potential of AI resides in the fact that it can do much more than provide access to 
information. As UCSD researchers Benjamin Bergen (Cognitive Science) and Cameron Jones 
(Psychology) have shown, LLMs have now passed the Turing test: most people cannot detect 
when responses to their queries are generated by a machine rather than a human. This is kind of 
alarming, but also kind of amazing. It means that AI can potentially assist students when they are 
studying at 2 a.m. or unable to attend office hours. It can respond to basic questions that students 
may feel hesitant or even ashamed to pose in class. Some students are arriving on our campus 
without adequate preparation through no fault of their own; if we have tools that will truly help 
them succeed, it’s incumbent on us to embrace them – as a supplement, not a substitute, to 
classroom instruction. It’s exciting to be at a university where people are not waiting around to 
be handed tools, but actively creating them, tracking outcomes, and thereby testing AI’s 
educational potential for themselves.  

At the same time, we should be wary of AI use that results in cognitive offloading. A well-
known study out of MIT’s Media Lab (with an admittedly small sample size) shows concerning 
findings about brain activity levels in subjects who used LLMs when writing essays. Concerns 
over the effects of reliance on AI recently led the UC Berkeley School of Law to issue a 
sweeping new policy that bans its use for all but very limited tasks. We’re at a moment when it is 
not yet clear how this policy will be viewed in a year or two or five: as a futile last stand of the 
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crumbling old order, or a prescient action to ensure rigorous legal education by one of the 
nation’s top law schools.  

Let me close by urging us all to engage in robust conversations with our students on how they 
understand AI’s effects on their cognition – and their wellbeing more broadly. We must not be 
tone deaf to the larger context. Our students have complicated feelings about AI, even if they use 
it extensively. They are mindful of the extraordinary concentration of wealth that the AI boom is 
intensifying, they are upset about its environmental costs, and they are especially anxious about 
the ways in which it threatens to decimate jobs in professions they hope to pursue.  

Keeping our eyes fixed on humanist values while remaining open to the new technology is the 
way through. AI may be a means, but the ends stay with us. And at a moment when the 
professions are in upheaval and the future of work so uncertain, the ends should be more than 
professional and technical training. We must figure out what it now means to be a thinking, 
educated person and prepare our students to thrive within this new world.  

 


