Lesson Plan: AI, Critical Thinking, and Your Brain – A Healthy Balance
Subject: Health and Physical Education (Healthy Living Strand) Grade Level: 8-12 Time Allotment: 60-75 minutes Date: 11/17/2025

Ontario Health and Physical Education Curriculum Expectations (Grades 9-12 examples, adaptable for Grade 8):
· A3.1 – Mental Health Literacy: Demonstrate an understanding of how mental health and well-being can be affected by a variety of factors, and identify and describe strategies for supporting their own and others’ mental health and well-being.
· (Specific connection: Understanding how technology use (AI) can impact cognitive health, mental well-being, and resilience.)
· A3.2 – Social-Emotional Learning Skills: Apply responsible decision-making skills in a variety of situations to enhance their own and others’ health and well-being.
· (Specific connection: Making informed and responsible choices about the use of AI tools in daily life and learning.)
· A3.3 – Personal Safety and Injury Prevention / Social-Emotional Learning Skills: Use self-awareness and self-management skills to develop and apply personal strategies that will enable them to be resilient and thrive in a variety of situations.
· (Specific connection: Developing self-awareness about one's cognitive processes, recognizing potential over-reliance on AI, and implementing strategies to maintain and enhance critical thinking.)

Learning Goals:
Students will be able to:
1. Explain how over-reliance on AI tools can potentially impact critical thinking, cognitive function, and mental engagement.
2. Identify potential cognitive and creative drawbacks of excessive or uncritical AI use, as highlighted in the MIT study.
3. Discuss the importance of intentional, balanced, and mindful use of AI tools for overall well-being.
4. Develop personal strategies to maintain and strengthen their critical thinking and creative skills in an increasingly AI-integrated world.

Materials:
· Copies of the provided transcript "AI and its effect on Critical Thinking" (or projected for the class)
· Whiteboard or projector
· Markers or pens
· Chart paper or digital collaboration tool (e.g., Jamboard, Padlet) for group activities
· Index cards or small slips of paper for exit tickets

Assessment:
· Formative Assessment:
· Active participation in class and group discussions.
· Contributions to group brainstorms (e.g., on chart paper/digital tool).
· Completion of the exit ticket reflection.
· Summative Assessment (Optional Extension):
· A short reflective essay (e.g., 250-300 words) or an infographic titled "My AI Use & Critical Thinking Plan," outlining personal strategies and justifications based on the lesson.

Lesson Procedure:
1. Minds-On / Hook (10 minutes)
· Prompt: Begin by asking students: "How many of you have used AI tools like ChatGPT, Google Gemini, or similar for schoolwork, creative projects, or even just for fun?" (Take a quick show of hands or use an anonymous poll if preferred).
· Brainstorm: On the board, create two columns:
· "How AI helps us (benefits)?" (e.g., quick info, brainstorming, grammar check)
· "What might be some potential downsides or things to be cautious about when using AI?" (e.g., accuracy, bias, cheating, loss of personal touch)
· Introduce Topic: "Today, we're going to dive deeper into one of those 'cautions' – how AI might be affecting our brains and our ability to think critically, using insights from a recent scientific study."
2. Exploring the Transcript: The MIT Study (15-20 minutes)
· Distribute/Project: Provide students with copies of the transcript or project it clearly for the class.
· Read & Highlight: Ask students to read the transcript individually or in small pairs. Encourage them to highlight:
· Key findings of the MIT study.
· Any surprising statements or statistics.
· Natalia Mina's main concerns or advice.
· Facilitated Discussion: Lead a class discussion using the following questions:
· What was the main finding of the MIT study regarding AI (ChatGPT) use? (Reduced brain activity, impaired cognitive function).
· What does "lowest amount of brain engagement" or "much less of this chatter happening" suggest about our brains when using AI?
· What were the implications of the "switch" group's results? (Timing of AI introduction matters).
· Natalia Mina mentioned "impaired ownership" and "homogenous" essays. What do these terms mean, and why are they concerning for our creativity and unique voice?
· Mina states, "AI is not going to be better unless we intentionally make it better." What does she mean by this in terms of our responsibility?
· Connect to HPE: How might these findings relate to our overall mental health, well-being, and ability to make healthy decisions about technology use?
3. Group Activity: Navigating AI – Pros, Cons, and Personal Action (20-25 minutes)
· Group Formation: Divide students into small groups of 3-4.
· Task 1: AI & Me Brainstorm (10-15 minutes)
· Provide each group with chart paper or access to a digital collaboration space. Instruct them to create three sections:
1. AI's Potential Cognitive & Creative Drawbacks: How could AI negatively impact my critical thinking, creativity, problem-solving, or sense of ownership in learning? (Based on the transcript and personal reflection).
2. AI's Positive Potential (Mindful Use): How could AI positively support my learning and well-being if used thoughtfully and intentionally? (e.g., a starting point for research, a tool for generating diverse ideas, grammar check after drafting).
3. Signs of Over-Reliance: What are some signs (in myself or others) that I/we might be over-relying on AI and potentially hindering my/our own cognitive growth? (e.g., not checking facts, feeling disconnected from work, inability to summarize without AI).
· Task 2: Developing Personal Strategies (5-10 minutes)
· Based on their brainstorm, each group should develop 2-3 practical, actionable strategies for intentional and balanced AI use that promotes critical thinking, cognitive health, and creativity.
· Examples:
2. "Always generate my own initial ideas before asking AI."
2. "Use AI for brainstorming, but then critically evaluate and select the best ideas."
2. "Fact-check all AI-generated information with reliable sources."
2. "Allocate 'AI-free' time for deep thinking and original work."
2. "Reflect on my learning process: Did AI help me understand, or just complete the task?"
4. Share Out & Class Discussion (10-15 minutes)
· Group Sharing: Have each group briefly share one key insight from their brainstorm (Task 1) and their top 1-2 practical strategies (Task 2). Record key points on the main board.
· Synthesize & Discuss: Lead a concluding class discussion:
· What was one surprising or impactful insight that came from your group's discussion?
· What common themes emerged regarding responsible AI use?
· How do these strategies help us develop responsible decision-making skills in a digital world?
· How does being aware of AI's impact on our brains contribute to our overall mental health and well-being? Why is it important to maintain our "brain chatter"?
5. Consolidation / Exit Ticket (5 minutes)
· Individual Reflection: Distribute index cards or slips of paper. Ask students to respond to the following prompts:
1. "One important thing I learned today about AI and critical thinking is..."
2. "One personal strategy I will try to use to maintain or enhance my critical thinking skills when using AI is..."
3. "How does today's discussion connect to the idea of healthy living and mental well-being?"
· Collect the exit tickets as students leave.

Differentiation:
· Support:
· Provide sentence starters for discussion prompts.
· Pair stronger readers with students who may need more support during transcript reading.
· Offer a graphic organizer for note-taking during the transcript analysis.
· Allow students to draw or create a mind map instead of written responses for some activities.
· Extension:
· Research other studies on technology's impact on human cognition or social-emotional development.
· Design a public service announcement (PSA) or poster for the school about balanced AI use.
· Write a short persuasive essay arguing for or against the integration of AI tools in specific educational contexts, considering the findings of the MIT study.
· Debate the ethical implications of AI-generated content in academic or creative fields.

Cross-Curricular Connections:
· English Language Arts: Analyzing informational texts, developing persuasive arguments, understanding voice and originality.
· Computer Science / Technological Education: Understanding the fundamentals of AI, ethical use of technology, digital citizenship.
· Social Studies: Societal impacts of technological advancements, future of work and education, media literacy.

