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Now You See It;: Students Pull Back the Curtain on Al

Seventh-grader Leah stepped out from behind the stage curtain and presented an empty box to
her audience. She placed the lid on top, paused for effect, then lifted it again, revealing a bell
that hadn't been there moments before. The audience of her classmates and school
administrators gasped in surprise.

"You see what came out of the magic box, but you don't know how it got there," said Leah.
"That's exactly how ChatGPT works. Companies take in huge amounts of data, run it through
algorithms, and we don't really know what's going on inside. Don't you think we deserve to
know?"

At North Salem Middle/High School, Dr. Cynthia Sandler's seventh-grade media literacy class
spent weeks exploring generative Al, focusing on how it works, who benefits from it, and what it
costs society. They showcased their insights through illusions that mirrored the technology.
Their magic show illustrated complex
concepts while encouraging the audience
to look beyond the convenience of
generative Al and ask more challenging
questions.

Ryan invited Principal Vince DiGrandi to
select a card from an oversized deck and
then shuffle it back into the deck. With a
flourish, Ryan revealed DiGrandi's
four-of-hearts card from the deck, causing
the audience to erupt in cheers. However,
Ryan was quick to explain the secret to his
trick.



https://www.northsalemschools.org/default-board-post-page/~board/news-in-our-schools-north-salem-central-school-district-5/post/now-you-see-it-students-pull-back-the-curtain-on-ai
https://www.northsalemschools.org/default-board-post-page/~board/news-in-our-schools-north-salem-central-school-district-5/post/now-you-see-it-students-pull-back-the-curtain-on-ai
https://www.northsalemschools.org/default-board-post-page/~board/news-in-our-schools-north-salem-central-school-district-5/post/now-you-see-it-students-pull-back-the-curtain-on-ai

North Salem Central School District

"There is no magic here - just math. My card trick seemed like Mr. DiGrandi was in control of
shuffling, but in reality, he was following an algorithm," said Ryan about his carefully calculated
trick, which mimicked the step-by-step instructions that enable computer programs to perform
tasks. "Generative Al is designed to hide the algorithms and make it seem like a machine is
thinking and talking."

"Sometimes we think that Al is alive, but it really isn't," said Paige. Using a handkerchief that
rose and swayed at her gestures, but collapsed the moment she pulled away, Paige explained
anthropomorphism, the deliberate design choice to give Al human traits to make it feel more
trustworthy.

"How we talk about things ends up telling us how to feel about something. It sounds weird
calling Alexa an 'it' rather than 'her," she said, "because the creators have done a really great
job making it feel human. Let's remember that these are machines and not human beings."

Sean built on Paige's concerns about the effects of humanizing Al systems. With a snap of his
fingers, the rope he held went rigid and remained suspended in the air.

"More and more people are using Al chatbots like friends," Sean said. "Programmers have
given these bots personalities that mimic how humans talk. Research is now showing how
dangerous this can be."

With another snap, the rope became slack. "When you try to lean on an Al companion for real
support, you realize the support is fake," said Sean. "There was never a real bond. It was an
illusion."

The show's most intense

. moment came when Mateo slid
his arm into a long box while a
classmate fed blades through it,
apparently severing it at the
elbow. The audience murmured
in alarm until his arm emerged
entirely intact.

"Your brain filled in the missing
piece," Mateo said. "Al does
something similar. It can sound
confident even when it's wrong.
When it doesn't have the right
information, it fills the gap with
something that looks right. We
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call it a hallucination." He encouraged the audience to fact-check and not mistake confidence for
accuracy.

Julia closed the performance with a trick in which she poured water into three cups, a metaphor
for Al's hidden environmental toll.

"Data centers require massive
amounts of energy and fresh
water to operate, the same
water people, plants, and
animals need," she said as
she turned each cup upside
down, but not even a drop
came out. The water had
vanished to the audible
astonishment of the audience.
"There are places in this
country where people are
running out of water just so
data centers can run."

Students also discussed other important topics, including cognitive offloading, intellectual
property, and job displacement. They also reflected on how their research has influenced their
use of technology. Many students now practice lateral reading, which involves cross-checking
multiple sources. They are more mindful of the media they share online and consider which
tasks they outsource to Al.

By transforming weeks of research into an engaging experience for their audience, these
students learned more than how generative Al works. They also learned to think critically about
the systems quietly shaping their world, and they creatively taught others to do the same.

"At first, Al may appear magical and dazzling," said Addie. "But the more you learn, the more
you see what's really going on. Until you finally realize that the real magic is us humans and the
creativity and thinking that we will always bring."
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