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Preface

This is a story about three college freshmen who discover that the most powerful learning tool ever created is only as good as the questions you ask it.

When Maya, Jordan, and Sam are assigned a term paper in their first semester, they do what any reasonable digital native would do: they ask an AI to write it. The paper is fluent, well-structured, and dressed in citations that look authoritative on the surface. There’s just one problem: none of the three students understands a word of it, and almost none of the citations have been checked against anything they’ve actually read.

What follows is how they went from outsourcing their thinking to doing it themselves, with AI as a tool rather than a replacement.

The techniques in this story are real. The characters are fictional. The learning is not.

The Author





The Easy Way Out





The Assignment


The beginning of wisdom is the definition of terms.

— Socrates



The email from Professor Elena Vasquez landed in three inboxes at 8:47 on a Tuesday morning. Her Introduction to Modern History had a reputation. Not for being especially hard, or especially boring, but for the term paper. Every fall semester, Vasquez assigned a single paper worth forty percent of the grade. The topic was always the same: choose a turning point in the twentieth century, argue why it mattered more than people think, and defend that argument with primary sources.

Maya Chen read the assignment on her phone while waiting for coffee. She was three people back in the campus café line, scrolling past a Canvas reminder for the organic chemistry problem set due Thursday and a shift-swap request from the writing center, when the email loaded.

Twenty pages. Primary sources. Annotated bibliography. Due December 12th.

She did the math without thinking about it, the way she did the math on everything now. Organic chemistry midterm the week before. Eighteen credit hours already. Two writing center shifts she couldn’t move.

I’ll make it work. I always make it work.

“Oat milk latte,” she told the barista. “Large.”


* * *



Jordan Williams found the email during his 9 a.m. biology lecture, which was already a bad sign, since it meant he was on his phone instead of taking notes on mitosis. Bio was the class that mattered; history was a gen-ed requirement he needed to check off. But a paper worth forty percent of the grade had a way of mattering whether you wanted it to or not.

He read the assignment twice, then a third time, underlining key phrases in the Notes app: original argument, primary sources minimum of eight, evidence of genuine analytical engagement.

That last phrase stuck. Genuine analytical engagement. Jordan wasn’t sure what that meant, exactly, but it sounded like it would take more hours than he had. He closed the email and went back to mitosis.


* * *



Sam Okafor didn’t see the email until lunchtime. Sam had a habit of checking email only twice a day, a productivity hack picked up from some podcast, and was halfway through a dining hall sandwich and a statistics problem set when the assignment loaded on screen.

“Huh,” Sam said after reading it once. A paper worth forty percent, primary sources, an original argument. This one could actually be worth the time. Then, with the calm of someone who believes every problem has a solution waiting to be discovered: “This could be interesting.”

The statistics problem set was due at five. Sam set the phone down and went back to it.


* * *



The three of them hadn’t met yet. That would happen Thursday, in the cramped study room on the third floor of Whitmore Library, when Vasquez’s teaching assistant posted the project group assignments.

Group 7: Chen, Okafor, Williams.

Maya arrived first, laptop already open, three other tabs minimized behind the assignment. Jordan came second, carrying an actual notebook, the paper kind, with a to-do list visible on the facing page, dense and half crossed out. Sam showed up last, five minutes late and slightly out of breath, holding two granola bars and offering one to whoever wanted it.

“So,” Maya said, pulling up the assignment on her screen. “We need a topic, a thesis, twenty pages, and eight primary sources. The good news is, I have an idea that’ll save us a ton of time.”

She turned her laptop around so they could both see the screen. On it was a chat window, cursor blinking.

“Have either of you used one of these before?”





The Shortcut


If it seems too good to be true, it probably is.

— Every parent, ever



Maya had done this before. Twice in high school, once for an AP English essay on The Great Gatsby and once for a lab report in chemistry. Both times, the AI had delivered something polished enough to earn a B+. She figured college papers would be no different, just… longer.

But first they needed a topic.

“The assignment says a turning point in the twentieth century,” Sam said, scrolling through the prompt on his phone. “Something people underestimate. What are we thinking?”

“Moon landing?” Jordan offered.

“Everyone will do the Moon landing,” Maya said.

“Cuban Missile Crisis,” Sam suggested. “Or maybe the internet, when it went public in the nineties.”

“Too broad. Vasquez said ‘argue why it mattered more than people think.’ The internet isn’t underappreciated. Everyone knows it mattered.” Maya drummed her fingers on the table. “What about the Berlin Wall? 1989. The whole Cold War endgame. People know it happened, but I don’t think anyone really talks about everything that came after.”

Jordan shrugged. “Works for me. I don’t know much about it, but that’s probably true of most topics.”

“Berlin Wall it is,” Sam said.

Maya turned to the laptop and started typing with the confidence of someone who had a system.


Write a 20-page academic paper arguing that the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 was the most underappreciated turning point of the 20th century. Include an annotated bibliography with at least 8 primary sources. Use formal academic tone with proper citations in Chicago style.



She hit Enter.

Jordan watched the text stream across the screen, line by line, and felt something between admiration and unease. The prose was clean. The argument was structured. There were section headings and topic sentences and transitions that actually worked.

Say something. But the bio midterm was Thursday, and he hadn’t started the review sheet. This was a gen-ed he’d never think about again after December.

“That’s… really good,” Jordan said, and hated how surprised he sounded.

Sam leaned in, reading over Maya’s shoulder. “It’s got sources. Gorbachev’s 1988 UN speech, the Stasi archives, Kohl’s ten-point plan…” Sam frowned slightly. “Are those real?”

“Of course they’re real,” Maya said. “Well, most of them probably are. We can check later.”

“We should check now,” Jordan said.

“We’ll check later,” Maya repeated, already scrolling to the bibliography. “Look, it even formatted the citations. Chicago style, just like Vasquez wants.”

The paper was twenty-two pages, which meant they’d need to trim rather than pad, a luxury Maya had never experienced before. The argument moved from the geopolitical aftershocks of German reunification through the economic transformation of Eastern Europe, and concluded with a sweeping claim about the reordering of global power structures.

It was, by any surface measure, an impressive paper.

Sam stared at the screen, fingers resting on the edge of the table. We should at least try to… But try to what? Rewrite twenty-two pages from scratch? Sam’s phone buzzed in a pocket: the statistics study group in forty minutes.

“So what do we do with it?” Sam asked, and the moment passed.

Maya shrugged. “Read through it. Fix anything weird. Put our names on it. Submit.”


* * *



They spent the next hour doing what they later realized was editing without understanding. Jordan caught a few awkward phrasings. Sam noticed a date that seemed wrong, 1988 instead of 1987 for something related to the INF Treaty, but wasn’t sure enough to change it, so they flagged it with a comment and moved on. Maya reformatted the header and adjusted the margins to hit exactly twenty pages. They were rearranging words they understood no better than if they’d been written in a language they didn’t speak, polishing an argument none of them could explain from memory.

When they were done, it looked like a paper three diligent freshmen had spent weeks researching. They uploaded it to the course portal twenty days before the deadline.

“That’s it?” Jordan asked.

“That’s it,” Maya confirmed. She closed her laptop with a satisfying click. “Now we can actually deal with everything else.”

Sam said nothing, but slipped the assignment printout into a notebook and took it home. Something about the phrase evidence of genuine analytical engagement kept circling back, like a song stuck on repeat.


* * *



The next four days were unremarkable. Maya picked up an extra writing center shift and finally opened the organic chemistry textbook that had been sitting untouched since midterms. Jordan threw extra energy into biology, the relief of one fewer deadline making everything else feel almost manageable. Sam re-read the AI-generated paper twice, each time understanding it a little less rather than a little more. A paradox that was hard to articulate and easy to ignore.

And then, on a gray Wednesday in late November, the email from Professor Vasquez arrived.


Group 7: Please see me during office hours this week. I have questions about your paper.

EV



Maya read it and felt her stomach drop.

Jordan read it and thought: I knew it.

Sam read it and thought: Here we go.





The Reckoning


It is impossible for a man to learn what he thinks he already knows.

— Epictetus



Professor Vasquez’s office was smaller than they expected. Books lined every wall, stacked two-deep in places, and a framed print of a Rothko painting hung behind her desk, the only spot of color in a room otherwise dominated by paper and wood.

She didn’t look angry. That was the unnerving part. She looked… curious.

“Sit down, please. All three of you.” She gestured to a small couch and a chair. They arranged themselves awkwardly. Maya took the chair; Jordan and Sam shared the couch.

Vasquez opened a folder. Their paper. Maya could see her own formatting, the careful margins she’d adjusted.

“This is well-written,” Vasquez began. “The prose is clean. The structure is logical. The bibliography is properly formatted.” She paused. “I’d like to talk about it.”

Maya relaxed, just slightly. Jordan did not.
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