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We came to this book from very different starting points. Amy grew up in a farming family in rural China and built a career in international business. Paul trained as an engineer, later studied law and business, and has spent his career starting and advising companies and developing film and media projects. Different as those paths are, we have both spent much of our working lives in situations where the instructions ran out: plans changed, established procedures fell short, and the useful answer was not the one a familiar system suggested.

When we began thinking seriously about our own children's education, that experience kept coming back to us. We value good schools, hard work, and academic achievement, and we want our children to have all three. But we found ourselves asking whether achievement alone is enough preparation for a future no one can map. We wanted something harder to measure as well: curiosity, independent judgment, the confidence to take on unfamiliar problems, and the ability to turn an idea into something useful to someone else.

The rapid rise of artificial intelligence has made that question more pressing. When a machine can produce a polished answer in seconds, children need more than the ability to receive information. They need to know how to question an answer, recognize its limits, and decide what is worth making. And as people pursue possibilities that once belonged to science fiction, including sustained activity beyond Earth, we are reminded how quickly today's assumptions can become tomorrow's limits.

This book draws on our experience as parents and as entrepreneurs. It offers principles that families can adapt to their own children and circumstances, not a program to follow. Many of its examples are imagined situations meant to illustrate an idea; where we describe our own family, we say so.

We developed the book together, and Paul led the writing in English. When the book says "I," it is Amy speaking.

We hope it helps you see, in the ordinary life of your own family, how much your children are already capable of, and how much more they can grow into.

Amy Adams and Paul E. Adams
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PART I
The World Our Children Will Inherit
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Chapter One 
We Are Raising Children for a World That No Longer Exists
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Imagine your child at thirty.

Not thirty in the world we live in today, but thirty in whatever world exists when they get there, anywhere from about fifteen to twenty-five years from now. Where do they live? What do they do with their days? How do they earn a living, and who do they work alongside? What would “doing well” even mean for them?

Most of us can answer those questions, at least loosely. We picture our children educated, engaged in work that means something to them, financially comfortable, and surrounded by people who love them. We hope they will be happy and safe, and that doors will open for them. These are good hopes. I share them.

But try turning the exercise around. Think back to when you were your child’s age and ask whether you could have described the life you are living now. The work you do, the tools you use to do it, the way you find information, pay for things, and stay in touch with the people you love: how much of that could your younger self have predicted? How much could your parents have predicted on your behalf?

For most of us, the honest answer is some of it, but not much. The broad shape, perhaps. Rarely the details. And yet, when we prepare our own children for adulthood, we tend to rely on the one source of guidance we trust most, which is our memory of how the world worked when we were growing up.

That is natural. It is also the problem this book is about.

We are, all of us, parenting from memory. We pass along what worked for us and what we wish someone had told us sooner. But our children will not grow up into our world. They will grow up into theirs, and theirs is being shaped right now by forces none of us fully understands.

So the question at the heart of this chapter is simple to ask, even if it isn’t easy to answer: Are we preparing our children for the world we remember, or for the world they will inherit?

You don’t need to look far to see why the question matters. Artificial intelligence is changing the relationship between people and knowledge, taking on tasks that once required years of specialized training. One person with a laptop can now build products and services that, not long ago, would have needed an entire company behind them. And engineers and scientists are working seriously toward something that, within living memory, belonged almost entirely to science fiction: human beings living and working beyond Earth.​[i]

I don’t know whether our children will help build communities on the Moon or Mars. I don’t know whether their children will. Nobody can promise that. But the fact that serious people are working toward it tells us something worth noticing. The boundaries of what is possible are not fixed, and they have a habit of moving faster than our expectations do.

If the boundaries of the world are moving, the way we prepare children to live in it has to move too.

The Promise We Inherited

Most of us were handed some version of the same advice. Study hard. Get a good education. Find a stable job. Work your way up. Save your money. Build a secure life.

I want to be clear from the start: there is real wisdom in that advice. Education opens doors. Discipline creates opportunities. Reliable work lets people support themselves and contribute to those around them. Financial stability gives a family choices it would not otherwise have. I would never tell a parent to abandon any of it, and nothing in this book asks you to.

What I would ask is that we look at an assumption hidden underneath it. The traditional path carried an implied promise: follow a good plan, and you will get a predictable result. Do the right things in the right order, and the world will hold up its end of the bargain.

For many people in the generations just before ours, that promise held often enough to feel like a law of nature. It was never really a law, and it never applied equally to everyone. It described a particular period, in particular places, when the industries, institutions, and career ladders a young person prepared for were reasonably likely to still be standing when that person arrived.

I know that from my own life. I grew up in a farming family in Hunan Province, in China, and we had very little money. I worked alongside my family when I was young, and when I wanted to keep studying, there was little money for school. I supported much of my own education by working, made my way to college in Shanghai, and studied English intensively because I could see it would open opportunities that would otherwise stay closed. The promise I have just described was never something I could take for granted. I don't tell this because my path is one anyone should copy. I tell it because it has shaped how I think about what children really need.

Even where it once held, that promise is much harder to count on now. A child can work hard and still enter a field that technology has quietly rebuilt. A young adult can become highly skilled within a particular system only to discover that the system has changed. Someone can spend years preparing for an occupation and find that the actual work looks very different from the training.

None of this means education has failed or that planning has become pointless. It means preparation has to include something more than learning how to succeed under familiar conditions. Our children also need to know what to do when the conditions change.

Picture a child who has learned to answer every question correctly but has rarely been invited to question the problem itself. That child may do beautifully in a structured environment, where the expectations are clear and the right answer is waiting somewhere in the back of the book. But what happens when there is no back of the book? When the instructions are incomplete, the rules are shifting, and nobody in the room knows exactly what to do next?

That is where a different kind of education matters: the ability to observe carefully, to think independently, to recognize a problem and investigate it, to make a reasonable decision without someone supplying every step, and to try something, see that it doesn’t work, and figure out what to change.​[ii]

None of these abilities is new. People have always needed them. What concerns me is how easily we treat them as secondary to achievements that are easier to measure. We celebrate the correct answer more readily than the thoughtful question that challenges it. We praise a child for finishing an assignment without always noticing whether they could have organized the work themselves. We are pleased when children follow directions, and perhaps a little less comfortable when they ask why those directions exist.

None of us intends it, but the lesson can still land: success means doing what you are told, doing it well, and waiting for someone else to decide what comes next. That is fine preparation for a world that stays put. I don’t believe our children are going to live in one.

Two Kinds of Capable

Imagine two children given the same school assignment. Both are bright, both are willing to learn, and both have parents who care.

The first child immediately wants to know what the teacher expects. How long should it be? What format? What needs to be included to earn the top grade?

The second child asks those questions too, because they are sensible questions. But this child also wants to know what the assignment is for. Why are we studying this? Is there another way to approach it? Could the same idea help with something outside the classroom?

Neither child is doing anything wrong. Following instructions is a genuine skill, and so is meeting other people’s expectations. All of us need to understand rules, cooperate, and complete work that someone else has assigned.

But there is a difference between being able to follow a process and being able to create one. The first lets a person function well within an established system. The second lets that person respond when no established system exists. Our children will need both, and the trouble begins when we develop one so thoroughly that the other is left to chance.

You can see this at home, often in very small moments. A child runs into a problem (a toy breaks, a project gets hard, a plan falls apart) and comes straight to a parent to fix it. The parent explains what to do, or simply does it. Sometimes that is exactly right. Children need guidance, and young children need a great deal of it.

But if the pattern never changes, the child learns something we never meant to teach: that problems are things you report, not things you investigate. The parent becomes the planner, the troubleshooter, and the final authority on every solution, and the child becomes very good at depending on that arrangement.

Now picture a slightly different response. The child arrives with the problem, and instead of solving it, the parent asks, “What have you tried?”

Maybe the answer is nothing yet. “All right. What do you think might work?” The child offers an idea. “How could we find out?”

The conversation takes longer. The first idea may fail, and the parent may still need to help. But something important has shifted. The child is now taking part in the solution rather than simply receiving it.

I don’t believe independence arrives on a child’s eighteenth birthday. It is built gradually, through many small chances to think, decide, act, and learn from what happens. A five-year-old working out how to tackle a simple task is practicing an early version of the same habit a fifteen-year-old will need to organize a project, manage money, or face a problem nobody prepared them for. The stakes are different. The habit is related. And the more carefully we manage our children’s lives, the less practice they get in managing their own.

Every System Was Built by Someone

There is something reassuring about established systems. They give us structure, tell us what to expect, and make complicated situations manageable. We rely on them constantly: schools to pass on knowledge, banks to manage money, roads and airports to move people and goods, hospitals to care for the sick. Modern life would be impossible without them.

But systems carry a quiet temptation. The longer we live inside them, the more they start to look like the natural shape of the world, and the easier it becomes to forget that someone had to invent them.

Schools, businesses, professions, technologies, even the way we organize an ordinary weekday: all of them were designed by people responding to the problems and possibilities of their time. None of them was handed down as a permanent instruction. They can be improved. They can be replaced. Sometimes they simply become obsolete, and sometimes something new appears that makes our old assumptions look surprisingly small.

Think of the device that is probably within arm’s reach as you read this. Now imagine describing it to a child a century ago: an object that fits in a pocket, connects its owner to people anywhere on the planet, holds more information than any library that child could visit, plays moving pictures, translates languages, and can run a small business. That child would likely have found the description close to unbelievable. For many children today, it is simply part of the furniture of life. They have never known anything else.

That alone should make us cautious about assuming our children’s adult world will look much like ours.

Of course, not everything changes at the same speed, and some things barely change at all. People will still need food, shelter, health, trustworthy information, meaningful relationships, and communities that work. Technology changes how we meet those needs. It doesn’t make them disappear.

This is exactly why I care so much about teaching children to create value. As tools and systems change, people will still face problems worth solving. Some of those problems will be new. Many will be familiar problems wearing unfamiliar clothes. A child who has learned only how to use today’s tools may struggle when the tools change. A child who knows how to notice a need, learn an unfamiliar method, and build something useful has a far more flexible foundation.

Technology itself is a good example. I would rather raise a child who can learn the next generation of tools than one whose confidence depends on mastering the current one. And I would rather raise a child who can ask whether a tool deserves to be trusted than one who assumes that anything new and impressive must be right.

That distinction matters more every year. A child today can ask a digital assistant to explain a scientific idea, solve a math problem, or draft an essay, and receive a polished answer in seconds. That access can be wonderful; a curious child no longer has to wait for an adult who happens to know. But receiving an answer is not the same as understanding it, and a machine can produce impressive work without the child gaining any ability to judge whether that work is any good. When a finished product looks like achievement, it is worth asking a quiet question: whose ability actually improved?

I don’t believe technology is the enemy. It can extend what children are capable of in extraordinary ways, but only if they remain active participants: able to use a tool without becoming helpless when it is gone, able to weigh an answer instead of simply accepting it, and aware that a convincing explanation can still be wrong.​[iii]We will return to this in depth later in the book. For now, it is enough to say that more powerful machines make human judgment more important, not less.

What Kind of Person?

When we imagine our children succeeding, we usually imagine successful adults: a good career, financial security, a degree, accomplishments we can point to. There is nothing wrong with any of that. But I think there is a more basic question underneath it, one we don’t ask often enough.

What kind of person do we hope our child becomes?

Not which job, which income, or which university. What kind of person.

Someone who waits to be told what to do, or someone who notices when something needs doing? Someone who gives up when a plan fails, or someone who studies the failure and tries another way? Someone who measures life mostly by what they receive, or someone who understands the value of what they contribute? Someone who accepts every familiar limit, or someone who can tell the difference between a real obstacle and an assumption nobody has bothered to test?

These aren’t questions about turning children into business owners. They are questions about character and capability, and about how a person relates to the world around them. An independent thinker can be an outstanding employee. Someone with an entrepreneurial mindset can do some of their best work inside a large organization. A child who learns to create value might grow up to be a scientist, a nurse, a teacher, an electrician, an artist, a farmer, an engineer, or a devoted parent. The point is not to push every child toward the same destination. That would simply replace one narrow definition of success with another. The point is to develop abilities that remain useful across many possible destinations.

This is what I mean by raising future builders.

I don’t mean children who must do something extraordinary to earn our approval. I don’t mean children who are expected to become rich or famous. And I certainly don’t mean children who must carry the weight of fixing every problem their generation inherits.

I mean children who gradually come to understand that they can take part in shaping their world: that they can improve something, contribute something, and build something that did not exist before, and that they can do it without needing a parent to design every step.

If I had to put the whole idea into a single sentence, it would be this: the greatest advantage we can give our children is not a perfectly planned future. It is the ability to recognize possibilities, create value, solve unfamiliar problems, and build meaningful lives when the future refuses to follow anyone’s plan.

What If the World Becomes Much Bigger?

I want to ask you to imagine something a little further from ordinary parenting advice.

Picture a young person growing up in a community beyond Earth. Perhaps it is a research settlement on the Moon, or an early outpost on Mars, or something no one has yet conceived. We do not know when, or even whether, permanent communities like this will become practical. But engineers and researchers are already working on the technologies and systems people would need to travel, work, and survive in places like that.

Treat it as a thought experiment, and ask what such a community would require. Its people would need reliable energy, water, food, and air. They would need shelter, medical care, communication, maintenance, education, and fair ways to settle disagreements. They would make decisions with limited resources, incomplete information, and consequences that might be hard to undo.

They would need people who follow critical safety procedures precisely, and people who can recognize when a procedure is no longer adequate and help design a better one. Often those would need to be the same people. They would need specialists, but also people who can work across disciplines. They would need engineers and inventors, certainly, but also teachers, organizers, caregivers, and leaders who understand how communities hold together. Above all, they would need people who can cooperate, because no community survives on individual brilliance alone.

Now bring the picture back to Earth. Think about the qualities we would want in those people: curiosity, responsibility, the ability to learn quickly, respect for evidence, creativity combined with discipline, a willingness to contribute, and an understanding that resources are limited and that other people depend on our choices. Are any of those less valuable to a child growing up in an ordinary neighborhood today?

Of course not. And that is why I think it is worth letting our imaginations travel this far. We don’t need to believe our children will live on Mars. We don’t need to raise every child to be a scientist or an astronaut. But a future that extreme makes something visible that is easy to miss in everyday life: the capabilities that would help human beings build a community from almost nothing are the same ones that help a person build a good life right here. I will return to this idea in much greater depth near the end of the book. For now, I simply want to plant it.

We Can’t Predict Their World. We Can Prepare Their Minds.

Whenever people talk about the future, there is a temptation toward confident prediction. This technology will change everything. That profession will vanish. Children will need one particular set of skills, and parents who fail to teach them will leave their children behind.

I am wary of predictions like these, and history gives us good reason to be. Some technologies arrive much faster than anyone expected; others stall for decades. Whole industries grow out of discoveries almost no one saw coming. Even when we guess the direction of change correctly, we often misjudge what it will mean.

So I don’t think parents should organize their children’s lives around somebody else’s confident description of the year 2050. I think we should prepare children to respond intelligently to whatever 2050 turns out to be.

That begins with a strong foundation. Reading, writing, mathematics, scientific understanding, and clear communication are not outdated because technology is advancing. If anything, they matter more, because they are how a person evaluates information, expresses ideas, and learns harder things. Discipline matters. So do patience, honesty, responsibility, and respect for other people. These are not old-fashioned qualities waiting to be replaced. They are part of what makes independence possible in the first place. A child who cannot focus, follow through, or treat others fairly is not more independent for it, only less prepared.

Alongside that foundation, though, we need to make room for initiative. We need to let curiosity lead somewhere, give children real decisions to make and real consequences to learn from, and help them see that a problem is not always a sign that something has gone wrong. Sometimes it is the beginning of something useful.

And we can teach them to notice. What could work better? What do the people around us need? What is being wasted? What could be simpler? What has everyone accepted as normal that might deserve a second look? Those questions don’t belong only to inventors and entrepreneurs. They belong to anyone who wants to be a thoughtful, capable participant in the world.

Where This Book Begins

There is a quiet but important difference between preparing a child for the future and preparing a child to help create it.

The first approach asks us to anticipate what the world will demand and train for it: teach today’s technology because it will probably matter tomorrow, encourage the careers that currently look secure, invest in the skills employers seem to want. Sometimes that works. But on its own, it leaves us always trying to catch up, and it leaves our children dependent on our forecasts being right.

The second approach asks us to raise a person who can meet the world’s demands, question them when necessary, and add something of their own. A person who can learn without waiting for someone to organize a course, recognize a need and imagine a way to meet it, work with people very different from themselves, and make a start on an unfamiliar problem before they know the whole solution.

That is the work of this book. In the chapters ahead, we will look at how well-meaning systems, including our own homes, can reward compliance more than initiative. We will explore how parents can step back so children can step up, how to encourage better questions, how to treat failure as information rather than identity, and how to help children think for themselves even when everyone around them agrees. We will look at what it means to create value, to build real things, to understand money as a tool, and to work well with other people. And we will consider what all of this means in a world of increasingly powerful machines, and perhaps one day in a world much larger than this one.

None of it requires wealth, an expensive school, or the latest technology. It requires attention, patience, thoughtful expectations, and a willingness to let children take a fuller part in the world around them, a little at a time.

The children we are raising will one day make decisions in a world they understand better than we do. Some will build businesses, organizations, or communities around needs that don’t exist yet. Many more will do valuable, quiet work that never makes the news, and those lives matter just as much. Whatever they do, they will need to understand that the world is not simply something handed to them. It is something they can help shape.

So the question this book is really asking is not how to guarantee our children’s success. It is this:

Are we raising children who know how to live inside the world we give them, or children who will know how to build what comes next?

We cannot hand our children a map of a future that hasn’t been made yet. But we can help them develop the judgment to find their way, the imagination to see what is possible, and the courage to begin building when there is no map at all.

Build It at Home

The World That Doesn’t Exist Yet

Choose an unhurried moment: a car ride, a walk, a slow dinner. You don’t need a special lesson or any materials. Ask one question:

What do you think the world will be like when you are thirty?

Let your child imagine freely. Resist the urge to correct ideas that seem unlikely, or to steer the conversation toward familiar careers. Then explore three possibilities together:

	Something that might change. What ordinary part of life might work very differently by then?

	Something people will still need. Even if technology changes dramatically, what will matter just as much then as it does now?

	Something they might help create. What problem would your child enjoy trying to solve?


Then turn the question around. Tell your child what you imagined the future would be like when you were their age, and what actually happened. Your child may be surprised by what you got right, what you got wrong, and what you never saw coming. It is one of the most natural ways to show them that the future is genuinely open.

Younger children may prefer to draw their ideas, act them out with toys, or tell them as a story. Older children and teenagers can go further: look up whether anyone is already working on the problem they chose, and talk about what still stands in the way.

You don’t need to agree with every prediction, and you don’t need to reach a conclusion. The point is to help your child begin to see the world not only as it is, but as something that can change, and something they may have a part in changing.

A future builder begins by noticing that possibility.
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Chapter Two 
The Machine Was Never Designed to Build Independent Thinkers
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Most of us have met the child that school seems built for, and many of us were that child.

They arrive prepared. They listen when it is time to listen and speak when it is time to speak. They read the instructions carefully, hand their work in on time, and have an unusually good sense of what the teacher is looking for. They know which questions move a lesson forward and which ones slow it down. Their report cards describe them as a pleasure to have in class.

I want to say clearly, before anything else, that there is nothing wrong with this child. Being prepared, attentive, and reliable are real strengths, and a classroom without them would be a difficult place for anyone to learn.

But consider what this child has spent years becoming good at. They have learned to recognize what adults expect and to deliver it. They have learned that there is usually a plan, that someone else has prepared it, and that success means carrying it out well.

Then one day they become an adult, and the arrangement ends. There is no teacher at the front of the room, no assignment describing the objective, no rubric explaining what counts as success. The problems that matter most may not have a correct answer at all, and nobody is going to tell them when to begin.

We spent years teaching this young person how to perform inside a system. How much time did we spend teaching them what to do when there isn’t one?

That concern runs through this chapter, and it needs a name. When I talk about the machine, I don’t mean computers or artificial intelligence. I mean the collection of systems we have built to organize childhood and prepare young people for adult life: schools and examinations, grades and rewards, institutional rules, social expectations, and, more often than we like to admit, our own homes.

I don’t call it a machine because it is cold or cruel. Most of it was built by people who cared deeply about children, and much of it works remarkably well. I call it a machine because, like any machine, it was designed to do particular things reliably and at scale. It takes in children who are wonderfully different from one another and aims to send out people who can read, calculate, cooperate, meet deadlines, and follow agreed procedures. Those are worthy results.

But a machine produces what it was designed to produce. Independent judgment, initiative, the confidence to begin without being assigned a task, the ability to ask whether a process still serves its purpose: these can certainly grow inside schools, and many excellent teachers work hard to nurture them. But where they flourish, it is usually because particular teachers, schools, and families make room for them, not because the machine as a whole was built to produce them. They don’t automatically follow from finishing a curriculum or earning high marks.

So the question I want to explore is this: When does teaching a child to follow rules become teaching them not to question anything?

The answer is not “always,” and it is not “never.” It lives in the details: how systems work, what they reward, and what the adults around a child pay attention to. If we never look at those details, we may mistake a child’s success inside the machine for readiness to live beyond it.

Every Machine Is Built for Something

Structure makes complicated things possible. A hospital needs procedures to deliver care safely and consistently. An airport needs strict routines to move huge numbers of people securely. Any organization larger than a handful of people needs shared expectations simply to coordinate its work.

Education is no different, and its task is harder than most. A school must teach many children with different abilities, backgrounds, and needs, using limited time and limited resources. Teachers must introduce unfamiliar subjects, keep a room productive, track progress, and give students the foundations they will need for everything that comes later. It would be unreasonable to expect every lesson to become an open-ended experiment in which each child decides what to learn and how.

Children need instruction, correction, repetition, and practice. They need teachers who understand a subject more deeply than they do. And they need to learn that some things are true whether or not they find them interesting. Mathematics does not become optional because a child would prefer a different answer. Scientific conclusions answer to evidence. Mastering difficult material often means doing things we would never choose for entertainment. None of this is a limitation to be removed. Together, it is how competence is built.

But any system serving many people at once faces a design problem: it has to run on what it can see. And the qualities that matter most in a young person’s future are not always the easiest ones to see.

A written test can show whether a student understands a mathematical method. It is much harder to tell whether that student will recognize an unfamiliar situation where the method might help. A teacher can check whether a child followed the instructions for a project. Judging whether the child could have designed a worthwhile project alone is far more complicated. A school can record attendance, assignments, test scores, and grades, and each of these tells us something real.

None of them, on its own, tells us whether a child can notice an opportunity, weigh competing ideas, or make a start on a problem nobody has assigned. A grade can tell us something important. It cannot tell us everything, and the trouble begins when we forget the difference.​[iv]

When the Measure Becomes the Goal

Every assignment has a purpose. It might be meant to introduce a new subject, develop an argument, or deepen understanding. But a child can approach it with an entirely different question: What exactly do I need to do to get the best grade?

That isn’t an unreasonable question. Grades matter inside an educational system, and children notice quickly that marks affect recognition, opportunities, and how adults respond to them. If we reward children again and again for performing well against a set of criteria, we shouldn’t be surprised when they become experts at identifying the criteria.

Something shifts, though, when the grade becomes more important than the learning. A child may stop investigating an idea the moment they have enough to finish the assignment. They may avoid an unusual approach because it introduces risk. They may hide their confusion because confusion feels like falling behind. Over time, learning can start to feel less like discovering something and more like producing evidence that the required work was done.​[v]

This doesn’t happen to every child or in every classroom. But the tension is real, and it is built into the design. A system needs ways to measure progress, and children need reasons to take their work seriously. The risk appears when the measure quietly replaces the purpose it was meant to serve.

Parents can reinforce this without noticing. A child comes home, and our first question is what grade they got, not what they learned. We celebrate a perfect score without asking whether the work stretched them. We worry about a disappointing mark before finding out what the child actually attempted. Achievement deserves recognition. But if our interest consistently begins and ends with the result, children learn where to look. They learn to watch the scoreboard, and the scoreboard is not the game.
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	What problem is this rule trying to solve? Who does it help?

	What might happen if nobody followed it? Are there consequences we might not notice at first?

	Could the same purpose be achieved another way? Would that work better, or would it create new problems?
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