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Artificial intelligence (AI) now finds its way
into nearly every corner of schooling, often
faster than teachers can respond. In Critical
Al in K—12 Classrooms, Stephanie Smith
Budhai and Marie K. Heath slow that rush
long enough for educators to think clearly
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and the biases of its data. They ask teachers v e

to pause before adopting new tools and to

consider who might benefit and who might be left out. This approach keeps the

focus on ethical reflection rather than novelty and helps readers feel that careful

questioning is a strength, not procrastination.

Budhai and Heath write with a voice that feels both scholarly and personal.
They base their approach on culturally sustaining, abolitionist, and fugitive
pedagogies, and they explain those terms in plain language. Culturally sustaining
practice honors the students in front of us educators. Abolitionist teaching
looks for ways to remove harm rather than decorate it. Fugitive pedagogy gives
teachers permission to step away from technologies that do not yet serve their
learners well. These frameworks keep the conversation about people, not
platforms.

Throughout the book, theory and classroom life woven close together. Each
chapter offers examples that a teacher can imagine trying the next day. The
authors describe how a class might test an image generator for bias or analyze
the wording of chatbot replies for subtle stereotyping. The goal is not to master
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every tool but to help students see how systems work and how those systems
shape what we know.

One of the book’s quiet strengths is its authors’ respect for teacher
judgment. Budhai and Heath never prescribe a single use for Al Instead, they
invite reflection, dialogue, and experimentation. Readers will feel guided rather
than instructed.

The authors strike a tone that shows real understanding of what teachers
face today. Many teachers are already stretched thin by constant change that
never seems to pause. Budhai and Heath write with compassion for that reality.
Their discussion of “refusal” stands out because it treats boundaries as part of
good teaching, They describe moments when saying no to a new tool protects
students and makes room for deeper learning. This idea feels honest and
refreshing in a culture where innovation often means saying yes to everything
new. The authors remind us that discernment is part of professional courage.

The writing balances honesty with hope. Budhai and Heath do not dismiss
technology, nor do they glorify it. They show that awareness and creativity can
live side by side. By treating justice and joy as compatible goals, they make ethical
teaching feel both possible and rewarding. The language remains clear and direct,
giving readers confidence that they can act on what they learn.

Some educators may wish for longer lesson plans or full units. The authors
instead offer frameworks meant to grow with practice. That choice fits the spirit
of the book: trust teachers to adapt, experiment, and learn alongside their
students.

In the wider conversation about educational technology, Critical Al in K—12
Classrooms stands out for its humility. It complements the work of scholars such
as Ruha Benjamin, Safiya Noble, and Punya Mishra while keeping its feet
grounded in real classrooms. The foreword by Mishra sets a tone that urges
teachers to use design thinking and moral imagination together.

Budhai and Heath impart steady encouragement rather than alarm. They ask
educators to lead with empathy, question systems that shape their students’
worlds, and build communities where both fairness and curiosity can thrive.
Critical Al in K—12 Classrooms is a trustworthy guide for those who believe that
technology should serve learning and that learning should always serve humanity.
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