Cedarcrest High School Students Take Center Stage at Statewide Education Conference 

Kids Make Case for AI in Schools

A group of Riverview School District students may have given one of the most talked-about presentations at this year’s Washington State School Directors’ Association (WSSDA) Annual Conference, recently held in Seattle. 
 

Lydia Swenson, Ian Nachreiner, Lily Watkins and Sophia Watkins, representing Riverview’s Artificial Intelligence (AI) Student Advisory Council, shared how the group has been studying AI’s growing presence in education and the broader world, and how their work is beginning to shape the district’s approach to emerging technology.

The council, made up of students from Cedarcrest High School, has spent the past year examining how AI tools function, and how they might be used responsibly in classrooms.

In a packed room of school district leaders and board members from across Washington, the students held the room with a highly engaging and in-depth walk-through of their research and classroom pilots.  Breakout sessions weaved throughout their presentation opened the door for attendees to dive deeper into candid conversations about AI tools and how they are shaping daily life and transforming the learning experience in schools. 

Much of the council’s work rests on the belief that AI can play a meaningful role in education, but only when its purpose is clear and it supports, rather than replaces, human judgment.  That idea shaped three core principles that were at the center of their presentation. Principles that are also included in the council’s belief statement, drafted to guide the district’s approach to AI technology and frame decisions in the years ahead.

The first is what they call “AI literacy for all.”  It is a belief that everyone in a school system, from students to teachers to office staff, should have a basic understanding of how AI works, where it’s helpful, and where it may fall short. They argued that students who learn to question an algorithm or recognize bias will likely be better prepared for the jobs and civic issues waiting for them after graduation.

The second principle is a commitment to ethical use. The students shared how they use a Human-AI-Human framework when evaluating new AI tools. The idea, they explained, is to make sure any use of AI begins and ends with human decision making. They noted that AI systems can reflect bias and urged districts to actively monitor how tools are used to avoid widening gaps for students who already face barriers.

Their final principle was thoughtful integration with learning. The students noted that, although AI technology can accomplish learning related tasks much faster and more accurately than humans, it can’t replace engaged teaching or the kind of problem solving that happens when students work through a problem together. They highlighted the importance of training teachers so that when AI tools are introduced into learning, they strengthen growth rather than distract from it.  

During the presentation, student Lydia Swenson emphasized this point, “AI should be treated like a calculator is for math, permitted, but only after students demonstrate foundational skills without it,” she said. 

After the presentation, Riverview Superintendent Dr. Susan Leach, who attended the session, spoke about the pride she felt while watching students lead a highly complex conversation that many districts are still trying to navigate.

“Their command of the complexities surrounding AI in education was remarkable, and their insight was both practical and deeply informed,” said Leach.  We
 are proud to be a district that embraces AI, and the work of our students is already influencing the district’s approach to technology.  It is through initiatives like this, that Riverview School District will continue to be on the cutting-edge of a technology that continues to evolve.”

Others in attendance praised the presentation for giving a clear look at what students themselves want from AI in schools, a perspective that is often missing from statewide policy discussions. 

With AI development now approaching supersonic speeds, and its potential for transforming education in the not-to-distant future, Riverview’s Information Technology Director, Chris Collins, emphasized the importance of student involvement moving forward.  “As a co-leader of this initiative, alongside Lydia Swenson and former student Rylan Orman, I believe we are heading towards a future where it will be imperative to continue to value student voice as a contributing factor in the technology decisions we make in our district.  What our students demonstrated here today is proof of that.”

As school districts across Washington try to make sense of AI’s rapid growth, Riverview’s students seem determined to make sure their own district sets its direction with transparency, fairness, and a focus on how real students learn. And if their reception in Seattle is any indication, other districts may be listening very closely.
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