


 Ava Mrkonja sat in a Beaver Area High School classroom one day last 
week, using artificial intelligence to improve a speech she wrote for her 
grandparents’ upcoming 60th wedding anniversary. 


Results from the program were almost instantaneous: Parts of the 17-
year-old senior’s speech were well written, but other areas needed 
specific examples to make her points more concise. 


That day, students in Aimee Firmani’s public speaking class were using 
MyEssayFeedback to improve their writing skills as they worked on 
celebration speeches. The program helps both students and Ms. Firmani 
by providing instant feedback to help students in real time. 


The program, Ava said, “is very helpful for me because I definitely am all 
over the place when it comes to writing. So it’s helping me prepare for 
college in many ways, which I really do love.” 


It was one of several AI-based programs being used in the joint middle 
and high school. Down the hall, another group of high schoolers in a 
personal finance class used an AI program to help understand the steps 
of different math formulas. And the school library housed classes 
teaching students how to write prompts for ChatGPT while middle 
schoolers took a media literacy course to better understand the 
technology. 




Beaver Area in recent years has embraced AI, a move districts across the 
region are now taking as the technology improves and other programs 
such as immersive reality become available. Implementation in the 
classroom is based on several benefits, including immediate feedback on 
assignments and its ability to make concepts more understandable. 


But there are challenges. 


AI is sometimes biased and students could use it to cheat or plagiarize. 
Currently, there are no tools to detect whether artificial intelligence was 
used on an assignment. 


Because of that, New York City’s Department of Education in 2023 
announced a ban on ChatGPT from its schools’ devices and networks. 
But the ban was lifted later that year after officials cited the “crucial” 
need for students to understand AI. 


Seattle Public Schools in 2022 also banned ChatGPT over concerns of 
cheating. The district later changed that policy and created a 
comprehensive plan to integrate AI in classroom instruction. 


“To run from the technology for fear of its development, as opposed to 
preparing young people to use it in meaningful and powerful ways is a 
mistake that's happening right now,” said Bryan Brown, a professor in 
the Stanford Graduate School of Education. “And so we should be early 
adopters and we should be ethical trainers of technological education for 
schools.” 


Local reaction 

Several area districts are now implementing safeguards to ensure proper 
use of the technology, such as passing policies related to generative AI. 


And the Allegheny Intermediate Unit, through a grant from the Henry L. 
Hillman Foundation, created an AI Fellows Program in which 20 fellows 
are learning AI literacy. They also conduct action research based on an 
AI-related question or topic that’s important to their districts. For 



example, some fellows are looking into how AI can be used to personalize 
learning. 


“Students who can harness AI as a co-pilot will be better prepared for 
their future careers,” said Brian Stamford, AIU program director. “But 
that demands educators then who are not only familiar with the tools, 
but educators that can also teach students how to use them effectively 
and responsibly.” 


Hempfield Area School District in Westmoreland County is in the 
process of discussing guiderails for AI use in the classroom, 
Superintendent Mark Holtzman said. 


He pointed to Beaver Area — where he previously served as 
superintendent — which uses a traffic light system. Red means students 
cannot use AI, yellow indicates the technology can be used on certain 
parts of the assignment and green means it can be used freely. 


So far, Hempfield is using AI to help adapt assignments to better support 
children with special needs. And they use Magic School, which helps 
teachers plan lessons, write assessments and generate individualized 
education plans. It also has a student-user side. 


Still, the district has seen some hesitation from educators. But Mr. 
Holtzman, who played a major role in kickstarting AI use at Beaver Area 
and who is a father of four, said the technology is already being used by 
students even if it’s not offered in the classroom. 


“I think we have some staff members that are veteran staff that have a 
traditional way of engaging children that see AI as cheating,” Mr. 
Holtzman said. “And it's not necessarily cheating if you put guidelines on 
it to allow it to be utilized as part of the process.” 


The district of 5,100 students is also piloting ZeroEyes, an AI gun 
detection program. 


In Allegheny County, Woodland Hills, a district of 3,200 students, 
currently has two AI contracts — Scribo and Cerebry, a math program. 
The district is not renewing its Cerebry contract because it does not 
communicate well with Google Classroom, officials said. 




Scribo is a writing tool for both educators and students. Teachers can 
upload rubrics and descriptions of assignments. When students submit 
assignments on the program, an AI tool evaluates the foundational 
pieces of the writing. 


It also teaches different writing formats and content, allowing teachers to 
“focus a lot of their time on really helping kids to be better writers and to 
develop better writing techniques, instead of correcting formatting and 
other small things,” Eddie Willson, assistant to the superintendent, said. 


The district has also partnered with researchers from the University of 
Florida to co-develop AI-centered curriculum that is being piloted at 
Woodland Hills and Miami-Dade County Public Schools in Florida. 
Locally, the program is being used to help tutor small groups and create 
lesson plans. 


Use of the technology, Mr. Willson said, has helped students improve 
skills such as writing. He noted that the district does not yet have any 
written guidelines or procedures related to AI. 


In neighboring East Allegheny, a school district of 1,400 students, 
officials recently implemented immersive reality technology through a 
partnership with Pittsburgh-based XYCOM. 


The technology is set up in a small, windowless room in the combined 
middle and high school’s Digital Learning Center. Images are then 
projected onto the walls of the room, allowing students to experience 
places such as a Viking village and Egyptian tombs. It will also be used to 
introduce students to possible future careers by showing things such as 
construction sites. 


Holly Spallone, the 7-12 science department head, said during an 
unveiling event last month that the technology “brings a lens of equity 
across the district.” 


“Our kids don’t have the abilities to necessarily go to different locations 
that some other students might have with their families,” Ms. Spallone 
said. “So being able to bring those things here to our students is so 
impactful.” 




Madison Hill, 16, and Samantha Bryer, 17, were some of the first 
students to experience the immersive reality last month. The two juniors 
were impressed with the technology and how it will allow students to 
experience different places. And they both said it will improve education. 


“It will keep kids’ interest more,” Madison said. “All the hands-on stuff is 
so much better than just staring at a textbook.” 


Back at Beaver Area, a district of almost 2,000 Beaver County students, 
AI has been a conversation since the 2022-23 school year, Emily 
Sanders, the district’s assistant superintendent, said, “because we knew 
it was coming quick.” 

Since then, the district has piloted several different programs. If they are 
well received, the district will purchase the program. 


The technology has been welcomed by most educators who are taking 
advantage of programs that create classroom activities and that help 
teachers improve how long students speak during class. But some, at 
first, were wary. 


“As an old-school English teacher I want my students to use their 
imaginations and their creativity and their brains to come up with their 
own topics,” Heather Bixler, a high school English teacher who was 
initially apprehensive, said. “I want it to be authentically them.” 


But Ms. Bixler shifted her thought process after seeing that the 
technology is part of the future. 


“It’s my responsibility as their English teacher to show them that there is 
an ethically sound way to use this and that we have to pay attention to 
those parameters,” Ms. Bixler said. 


Other teachers, including Grant Mundy, were quick to embrace AI. Mr. 
Mundy teaches the course Intro to AI and Prompt Engineering, which he 


wrote the curriculum for. The course, which has six students, focuses on 
how to write prompts for AI. 




For Ms. Sanders, artificial intelligence is just the next step in 
technological growth. She pointed to things such as the internet and 
calculators that caused similar concerns for educators. 


“This is like our AOL dial up era,” Ms. Sanders said. “If it's only going to 
get better we've got to figure out, how do we do school differently 


