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From Slogan to Substance: 
Confronting the AI 
Implementation Gap in Early 
Childhood Education 

 

 

The Educator & Her Philosophy on GenAI 

Dr. JW, an experienced AI practitioner and educator in Early Childhood Education 
(ECE), offers a starkly realistic perspective on AI’s role in her field. Her philosophy is 
one of radical pragmatism, shaped by a deep understanding of both AI’s capabilities 
and the profound systemic barriers preventing its meaningful adoption. She sees a 
gap between the strategic vision promoting AI, and the on-the-ground reality for 
teachers and students. 
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“ 

She argues that the future role of the educator is not to be a mere “transmitter of 
knowledge” but a “facilitator of learning.” In a world where knowledge is a cloud-
based commodity, the teacher’s value shifts to coordinating the complex 
interactions between students, technology, and each other, a role she terms the 
“coordinator of the learning ecosystem.” 

 

Many people just use AI as a slogan; they don’t even 

understand the basic concepts. You can’t expect 

anything if you don’t understand it yourself, yet you 

keep telling everyone to integrate AI.  
  

— Dr. JW 

 

Course Overview 

Dr. JW teaches several courses in Early Childhood Education, where she observes a 
significant gap between students’ potential and their actual ability to use technology 
effectively. 

Item Description 

School School of Education and Languages 

Program Early Childhood Education (Undergraduate and Master’s) 

Courses 
ECE Policy Analysis, Educational Management, Master’s Research 
Methods. 

Student 
Profile 

A mix of full-time undergraduates (60-130 per class) and a small 
cohort of 8 Master’s students. 

Observed 
AI Use 

Students “demonstrate a lack of proficiency with AI tools... making AI 
use readily apparent.” They submit work with glaring errors, 
including fabricated references and inappropriate formatting, making 
AI use painfully obvious. 

Key 
Challenge 

Bridging the gap between the theoretical availability of AI and the 
practical inability of students and in-service teachers to use it 
effectively. 

 

” 
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The Driving Change Factor 

The primary driver for Dr. JW’s pedagogical strategy is the unsatisfactory quality of 
her students’ attempts to use AI. Unlike other educators who worry about students 
becoming too reliant on AI, Dr. JW’s problem is more fundamental: her students 
currently lack fundamental AI literacy. They submit assignments with a cascade of 
tell-tale errors: 

1. Fabricated References: All cited sources are non-existent. 

2. Inappropriate Tone: Using an official document style for an academic paper. 

3. Suspicious Metadata: A file’s edit history showing it was created in just four 
minutes. 

4. Language Mismatch: Submitting a paper for a Chinese-language course with 
exclusively English-language references. 

This blatant misuse has led her to conclude that simply banning AI is pointless. 
Instead, she is driven to create assessments that leverage AI’s limitations to teach 
critical thinking. 
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Strategies in Practice: Leverage AI’s Limitations for 
Learning 

Dr. JW’s approach is confrontational and innovative, designed to force students to 
engage with AI critically rather than passively. 

1. The “Flawed Policy” Assignment: 
Her most creative strategy is to design 
an assignment where students are 
explicitly allowed to use AI to 
generate a faulty government policy 
document. Their task is not to create 
the document, but to critically 
analyse the AI-generated text, 
identify its errors, and extract the 
correct information. This effectively 
transforms the act of using AI from a 
shortcut into the core of a rigorous 
analytical exercise. 

2. Focusing on Provable Errors: When 
assessing suspected AI misuse, she 
sidesteps the unprovable accusation 
of “using AI.” Instead, she focuses on 
the concrete, objective failures in the 
assignment, such as the use of 
fabricated references. The work is 
failed not for suspected AI use, but for 
“providing false content.” 

3. Advocating for Choice in Training: 
Drawing on her research comparing 
full-time and part-time students, she 
argues that mandatory AI training 
may be ineffective. Part-time 
students, who choose to take an IT 
elective, apply their learning at a rate 
3-4 times higher than full-time 
students who are forced to take a 
similar course. Her conclusion is that 
learning must be driven by perceived 
value and autonomous choice. 
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Outcomes & Challenges 

Dr. JW’s analysis reveals a field caught in a perfect storm of systemic barriers that 
make widespread, effective AI integration nearly impossible for the ECE sector. 

 Students Staff (Educator) 

Potential 
Benefits 

• Critical Thinking 
Development: The “flawed 
policy” assignment has the 
potential to turn a 
weakness (poor AI output) 
into a strength (critical 
analysis skills). 

• Authentic Learning 
Motivation: When students 
choose to learn AI out of 
interest (as seen in part-
time students), their 
application of the 
knowledge is far greater. 

• Personal Efficiency: As an 
experienced AI user, Dr. JW 
leverages AI for her own prep 
work, generating images and 
multiple-choice questions to 
improve efficiency. 

• Clear Assessment Criteria: By 
focusing on objective errors like 
false references, she maintains a 
clear and defensible standard for 
academic integrity. 

Challenges • Profound Skill Deficit: 
Students lack the basic 
competence to use AI 
effectively, leading to easily 
detectable and poor-quality 
work. 

• Lack of Motivation: Full-
time students often see 
mandatory IT courses as a 
hurdle to be cleared and 
forgotten, with no 
connection to their future 
careers. 

• Systemic Barriers: A complex 
combination of factors: some AI 
tools are blocked in Hong Kong; 
institutional AI tools have 
specific functional limitations; 
training is inadequate (“2-hour 
workshops”); teachers are 
overworked and belong to a 
“relatively closed group” with 
little tech exposure; and the 
Education Bureau is 
conservative. 

• Leadership Capacity Building: 
The university has positioned AI 
as an important priority; 
however, translating this 
commitment into practice may 
require a more unified strategy 
and additional capacity-building 
around foundational AI concepts 
at the leadership level. 
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Reflections & The Road Ahead 

Dr. JW’s critique indicates that AI adoption in early childhood education remains 
limited and uneven. Key barriers include restricted access to tools in some regions, a 
workforce facing sustained workload pressures and limited digital support, and 
policy approaches that emphasize caution without yet providing sufficiently robust 
guidance for implementation. 

She argues that for ECE, the role of AI will likely remain limited to ancillary tasks 
like lesson prep and administrative automation (e.g., AI agents to answer routine 
parent queries). The core of early childhood education—the development of socio-
emotional skills, sensory-motor learning, and human connection—remains 
fundamentally resistant to mechanisation. 

Her ultimate vision transcends the classroom, calling for a complete reimagining of 
the university itself. In a future where knowledge is ubiquitous, she envisions the 
teacher’s role evolving into that of a “coordinator of the learning ecosystem.” This 
individual would be responsible for orchestrating the interactions between self-
paced learners and a vast network of technological and human resources. Before 
that future can be realised, however, the present reality must be confronted.  

For Dr. JW, the path forward requires a transition from high-level advocacy to 
tangible support. She emphasises that increasing the accessibility of advanced AI 
tools, ensuring their functional efficacy, and providing substantive pedagogical 
training are essential prerequisites for genuine institutional transformation. 

 


