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			Advance Praise for Human Raised

			“Human Raised is a warm, thoughtful, and deeply reassuring guide packed with practical wisdom rooted in the latest science. As parents grapple with how to use AI-informed technologies to support their children without undermining human connection, Suskind offers clear, actionable advice that is both timely and invaluable.”

			—Katy Milkman, national bestselling author of How to Change and professor at the Wharton School

			“Dr. Dana Suskind has written an insightful and exciting book that explores parents’ deepest concerns: How will AI impact my young child? Will it change their developing brains and influence their values? Dr. Suskind examines current and upcoming AI devices, including machine-based ‘companions’ that form bonds with children and next-generation AI robot ‘caregivers’ that may replace everyday parental activities. Told through the lens of an empathetic pediatrician, this book provides practical, easy-to-understand advice based on proven, cutting-edge brain science. This extraordinary book should be essential reading for parenting in the age of AI.”

			—Dr. Patricia Kuhl, codirector of the Institute for Learning & Brain Sciences at the University of Washington and coauthor of The Scientist in the Crib

			“The compassionate, brilliant, and engaging Dr. Dana Suskind has written a book to guide parents in using AI to gain more bandwidth so that they don’t sacrifice precious time with their children. Parents will learn how AI can help them lower their cognitive load to be more present and responsive, and why the young child’s brain needs to be human raised. The bottom line is that AI should assist the caregivers, not give the care.”

			—Claudia Goldin, author of Career and Family: Women’s Century-Long Journey Toward Equity and Nobel laureate in economic sciences

			“How do we utilize the power of AI to raise our children, while safeguarding the nurturing interactions and care that make us human? In this captivating read, one of the foremost researchers on child development helps parents navigate these challenges and make sense of key discoveries of neuroscience that provide crucial insights for protecting childhood, human flourishing, and the future of our species.”

			—Andreas Schleicher, director for Education and Skills, Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development

			“In this timely cri de coeur, Dana Suskind combines the passion of Doug Rushkoff’s Team Human with the wisdom of Neil Postman’s The Disappearance of Childhood—along with a scientist’s rigor—to get to the heart of what makes us human. It isn’t hyperbole to say that AI has the potential to transform childhood, relationships, and ultimately the future of our species, and this book provides guidance every parent needs to protect their kids.”

			—Julie Scelfo, founder and executive director of Mothers Against Media Addiction (MAMA)
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			For John.

			CTW47.

			Right by your side, my love.
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			For years I dreamed of silence. Between a home with three young children and a pediatric clinic crowded with restless kids, the noise at times felt relentless. A family and a meaningful career were all I ever wanted, but sometimes I yearned for quiet. Just a moment of peace.

			I don’t wish for that anymore.

			In Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, the revolutionary book that sparked the modern environmental movement, the birds that no longer sang weren’t the tragedy. They were the signal. A warning that something essential was dying. I hear a similar warning now in a different kind of silence: the eerie, algorithm-induced quiet of children transfixed by technology.

			We are social creatures. We chat and complain, debate and tell stories. We embrace, bump fists, communicate nuanced emotions wordlessly—an eye roll, a smile, a shrug. We call out to each other in stadium crowds, console crying babies on airplanes. This is what we do. And these lively, sometimes irritating, often messy, but always essential noises are the product of our species connecting and caring for one another.

			The volume of this beautiful, chaotic music is slowly being turned down. Technologies that once lived squarely in the realm of science fiction are now entering nurseries, classrooms, and family life at extraordinary speed, capturing the attention of adults and children alike. Companies are developing versions of popular AI chatbots specifically for kids. Entertaining AI dolls and action figures are core to the strategic vision of major toy brands. Virtual AI tutors are being promoted as the future of education around the world.

			AI has also moved into our lives in subtler ways. When you scroll social media or look for your next watch on Netflix, intelligent algorithms select or suggest the content for you. These AI-powered recommendation engines are designed to predict what will hold your attention and keep you glued to the screen. If your little ones are watching YouTube, they too are under the sway of the technology as it works silently in the background to hold them close and shape their experience. The very content they consume might have been created by AI, including a flood of supposedly educational AI-generated videos. These low-quality, error-filled abominations known as AI slop don’t just fail to teach. They actively misinform. They embed misspellings, peddle nonsense, and model unsafe behaviors for children too young to know the difference. And the companies developing these technologies are racing ahead of the rules as they’re being written.

			Policymakers are struggling to understand what they are regulating. The rest of us are struggling to understand how our world is changing. Perhaps one day these gaps will close, but childhood will not wait.

			I believe that the relationship between child development and artificial intelligence is one of the most critical and overlooked challenges of our time, one that has the potential to transform childhood, family structures, and ultimately nothing less than our future as a species. And it’s up to us as parents and caregivers to decide how these intelligent tools will shape our children’s lives. Not companies. Not governments. We are the ones who will take the lead on deciding what these technologies replace, what they enhance, and what they should never touch. And we are uniquely equipped to do so, as we possess something critical that machines are missing.

			The Helpless Infant Paradox

			Nobel laureate Geoffrey Hinton, known as the Godfather of Artificial Intelligence for the pivotal role he played in creating the AI systems now remaking our world, left Google in 2023 to warn humanity about what he’d helped build. He spoke of existential risks, of systems that might one day surpass us. But when asked once what we might do to make artificial intelligence safe, he gave a surprising answer.

			He suggested we embed maternal instincts in these systems.

			Not better algorithms. Not more guardrails. Not elaborate structures of rules and constraints. Maternal instincts. The primal, inexplicable forces that make any parent—mothers and fathers—go to the ends of the earth to protect and care for their child without calculating the expected return.

			I have spent years studying the evolutionary origins of these parental instincts and their profound importance in building children’s brains. Human babies are born powerless, weak, and extremely needy. Yet these tiny, vulnerable creatures somehow commandeer the lives of adults many times their size and strength. I call this the helpless infant paradox. There is no other example I can think of in nature of such complete power held by such powerless entities. Yet this is the very source of our success as a species. The instinct to nurture is wired so deeply into parents that it feels less like a choice than a biological imperative.

			These past few decades, I’ve watched our culture focus on trying to make humans more like machines. More efficient, more optimized, more productive. We have quantified and data-fied childhood, turned parenting into a performance metric, measured our worth in developmental milestones met and cognitive outputs achieved. And now one of the scientists at the very frontier of machine intelligence is asking the opposite question: How do we make machines more like humans?

			The Missing Instinct

			The biggest missing piece in all of artificial intelligence, roboticist Matthias Scheutz told me, is that “none of our machines care.”

			But can we fix that? Is Hinton’s hope even possible? Can we code parental instinct? Can we engineer caring?

			When I posed these questions to Scheutz, a philosopher turned roboticist who has spent decades thinking about human and machine minds, his answer cut to the heart of what separates us from even the most sophisticated AI. He pointed me to a philosophical concept: original intentionality. Our thoughts, he explained, don’t just process information—they reach toward what matters to us. Our cognition isn’t mere information processing. It’s grounded in something deeper. A scientist who devotes their life to understanding children’s brain development is driven by passion and concern.

			Parental instincts, Scheutz mused, are subconscious, visceral. Love coming from biological intentionality. The product of millions of years of evolution rather than countless lines of code, refined by the brutal simplicity of survival. In short, children needed loving caregivers to live. The survivors then raised their own children with the same fierce attention. And so it continued, an unbroken chain of caring, until it reached you.

			You have the quality the machines are missing.

			The love no code can copy.

			A Heartfelt Plea

			What makes us human? Is it reason? Language? Creativity? Tool use? Artificial intelligence is eroding our supposed superiority in each area one by one. It produces outputs indistinguishable from reasoning. It generates language with fluency that surpasses most humans. AI turns out art, music, poetry, software. It uses existing tools and builds new ones.

			But AI does not care.

			No algorithm lies awake at night worrying about whether a struggling child finally learned to read. No chatbot feels the weight of unrealized human potential. No system, however sophisticated, has thoughts that are genuinely about your child, that one-of-a-kind combination of genes and experiences. These technologies act on patterns shaped by everyone else’s data, targeted at producing responses that look like caring.

			True caring—our capacity to have heartfelt thoughts about another being, rooted in concern for their flourishing, irrational in their intensity—is what makes us unique. It is the irreducible human core.

			This caring instinct that evolution gave us runs deep, but we have been too slow or shortsighted to extend it beyond the boundaries our ancestors drew. Too quick to see difference before we see sameness. We evolved to protect our own young. Our own kin. Our own tribe. For most of human history, this made sense. Resources were scarce, survival was precarious, and caring for others’ children might mean your own would go without. The propensity to “other,” to see those outside our circle as competitors, even threats, was adaptive and kept our ancestors alive. But that same propensity now holds us back—from seeing all children as our own, as our collective future.

			And yet.

			Here is what I’ve wondered, and I offer it as hope, not prediction.

			AI is the ultimate other. Intelligent, capable, increasingly present in our lives and our children’s lives. Genuinely useful in many ways, yes—and yet fundamentally, irreducibly, not us. These technologies are our creation, made in our image, but they are not human.

			In confronting what is not human, might we finally see what is?

			Not our differences. Not our skin, our languages, our borders, the tribal markers we’ve used for millennia to sort ourselves into us and them. But our common inheritance: the capacity to care. The quality the machines are missing. The essential characteristic we all share.

			We lie awake at night worrying about people we love. We put ourselves in harm’s way to protect vulnerable children. That “we” is not limited to parents of a certain race or class or country. It is common to all of us. To humanity as a whole. Bound together by the one thing artificial intelligence cannot replicate. The one thing that, if Hinton is right, would be required to make AI safe, and that no one knows how to code.

			Perhaps the age of AI will be the age of greater human division, with each of us retreating into algorithmically curated bubbles, our children raised by systems that simulate caring while we grow ever more disconnected from one another.

			Or perhaps—and this is the hope I cannot shake—it will be the age of human recognition. The moment when, confronted with the ultimate other, we finally see ourselves clearly. We see that the mother in Mumbai and the father in Mississippi, the teacher in Cairo and the nanny in Paris, all share the same ancient inheritance: the capacity to have thoughts that are genuinely about a child, grounded in concern for their flourishing.

			And in that recognition, perhaps we will finally extend our caring to all children. Not because it is efficient. Not because an algorithm recommended it. But because we finally see that we are one species. Machines calculate survival probabilities. They optimize for self-preservation. Humans do something inefficient, something divine, something dangerous.

			Stepping Off the Shoreline

			On an August day in 2012, the waves rose six feet over Lake Michigan. Our three children were playing in the sand, watched over by my husband, their father, Don Liu. As he stood at the shoreline, he suddenly noticed in the watery, chaotic distance two young boys struggling in the raging waters. He started running into the water as our son yelled, “Dad, what are you doing?”

			They were the last words he ever said to his father.

			The two boys got back alive. My husband, always fearless when it came to helping others, died—overwhelmed by the torrential pounding of the waves and the gripping undertow. He was my best friend, my strongest support, my love.

			For Don, standing on the shore watching two children struggle, there was no debating, no hesitation. As a pediatric surgeon, a leader in his field, his devotion to his patients was unquestioned. A child needed help; the child got help. It was not just his personal maxim. This was his way of life. He would never have considered standing on the shoreline while two children struggled, even if knew it would cost him his life.

			Afterward, Don was lauded as a hero. But what I keep thinking about now, all these years later, writing this book, is something simpler.

			He cared for all children as if they were his own.

			That caring, that original intentionality, is the thing Geoffrey Hinton suggested that we ought to code into AI. It’s what Matthias Scheutz believes no machine possesses.

			And it’s what every child deserves.

			Human Raised

			A century ago, people assumed that the food they ate was farm fresh. There was no need to label it as such, because the notion that your food had been created in a lab, factory, or artificial farm would never have occurred to consumers. Today, we assume that the children and adults around us have all been human raised. Ideally by parents, grandparents, siblings, caregivers, or others who have loved and looked after them to the best of their ability. But as AI permeates our smartphones and screens, as it moves into the nursery, the playroom, the kitchen, and the classroom, the idea that the average child is going to be entirely human raised may not be a safe assumption for long. And if artificial intelligence does play a significant role in a child’s early years, either through the content they consume or the relationships they cultivate, we need to understand how this will affect their development. Will a primarily or entirely human-raised childhood be a luxury experience, like a farm-raised diet? Or will AI tools help to balance the scales by providing more kids with learning opportunities they might never have enjoyed? We don’t have all the answers. The technology is too new; the research is just getting started. Yet we cannot wait for much-needed long-term scientific studies before acting. Parents and caregivers need guidance and support today.

			We have the opportunity to act before it’s too late, but the window is closing rapidly, and I’m writing this book now so we don’t face a much grimmer reality in twenty years. If we let the world of our children go quiet, one delegated bedtime, one digitally soothed tantrum, one silent car ride at a time, we don’t just fail them. We lose ourselves. This is not to say that AI has no role. Used well, it can ease parents’ burdens and enrich children’s learning. It can help turn the music back up. But the singing must remain ours.

			In the pages ahead, I’ll give you the language, frameworks, critical science knowledge, and guardrails to navigate this new world—not with fear, but with intention. Generally, I’ll focus on the youngest children, from birth to six years old, but many of the key principles can inform your approach to parenting kids a decade older. By learning to understand early-human development, and how to evaluate AI’s potential role during this formative period, you’ll acquire the strategies our entire society needs to preserve human agency as this technology transforms every corner of our lives. I have absolute faith that with the right guidance, parents will rise to this challenge, becoming essential guardians at the gateway between AI and their children’s developing minds. Human Raised is designed to help you make decisions about AI use that will affect your children’s lives deliberately, before the defaults are set for you.

			The title is not a luxury label, but a call to action.

			A return to what we nearly forgot.

			A declaration that the caring that made us human will be what saves us.

			The machines cannot care.

			We can care—about all children.

			We cannot stand on the shoreline.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter One

				
					[image: ]
				

				The Human Edge

				Visions of HOPE for the age of artificial intelligence

			
			The baby’s cry pierces the darkness. Again. It’s 3:00 a.m. Morgan glances wearily at her phone: Five hours until her morning meeting, and she hasn’t slept more than three hours straight in weeks. Her six-month-old daughter wails in her crib, a tiny, distressed voice in the vast quiet of the night. Is it hunger? Pain? Gas? Could it be another ear infection? Her partner left for his night shift hours ago. The pediatrician’s office is closed; the nurse line won’t open for hours. Unsure what else to do, Morgan lifts her daughter from the crib and settles into the glider in the corner of the cramped room.

			As she rocks, her daughter’s warm weight settling against her chest, Morgan scrolls through her phone with her free hand, overwhelmed by a blur of parenting blogs, influencer advice, and targeted ads offering helpful products.

			Just as her baby is finally drifting back to sleep in her arms, Morgan hears the muffled sounds of her toddler son stirring in the next room. Her heart sinks. Not just because he’s awake, but because it reminds her of the waitlist letter that arrived yesterday. “Your son’s evaluation indicates possible speech delay…current wait time for early-intervention services: 4–6 months.” Four to six months of precious developmental time slipping away. His recent meltdowns have become more frequent, and she can’t tell if it’s the stress permeating their household, adjustment to his new sister, or behavioral issues related to his language delay. Between the demands of work and the endless maze of waitlists and appointments, she knows she should be reading to him more, talking more, doing something to support his development. The weight of everything she should be doing crushes down like a physical force.

			Morgan is a composite of hundreds of similarly overstretched mothers and fathers I’ve met over the years. Personally, I’ve lived both sides of this story. As a physician and pediatric surgeon, I’ve consoled weeping parents in exam rooms while they searched my face for answers. It feels hard to believe that it was over twenty years ago that I was holding my own crying babies at 3:00 a.m., wondering how I was going to function the next day. My current status as a parenting expert would strike my younger self as comical. I didn’t feel cut out to offer anyone advice when I was pulling three kids into my bed in the middle of the night just to get them to finally close their eyes.

			Now parents have artificially intelligent products and services offering gifts too enticing to ignore, including relief and support that exhausted caregivers desperately need. Smart monitors promise to track your infant’s breathing while you sleep. Baby translators claim to decode their cries. Voice-activated virtual assistants are ready to answer your child’s endless “why” questions or simply keep them entertained so you can focus on dinner prep. Believe me, I completely understand the allure of any tool that offers a little help to exhausted, overworked parents. And when certain AI solutions are tactfully deployed and used in the right way, they can be of tremendous benefit to homes and classrooms. The transformative, positive potential is real. Yet welcoming these technologies into our lives casually, without fully analyzing and understanding their effects, could have serious consequences. Make no mistake: AI has the potential to fundamentally change not only how we raise and nurture children, but whether they learn the core skills needed to thrive as they mature.

			To be clear, I’m not against technology. As a physician specializing in pediatric cochlear implants, I’ve dedicated most of my career to the implantation of a device that transforms a world of silence into one filled with sound for those born deaf. For decades, I’ve sat in operating rooms, performing surgeries under a microscope, then weeks later watched the extraordinary moment when the technology is activated and a child suddenly tunes in to the world of noise around them. When science and human ingenuity come together to change a young person’s life.

			Meanwhile, as a researcher and writer, I’ve tracked and studied how this suddenly word-rich world can drastically improve a child’s cognitive development. Early disparities in language exposure have been linked to differences in vocabulary, school readiness, and long-term academic achievement. Studies have shown that children who heard fewer words often entered kindergarten already behind. And many never caught up.

			Yet I’d witnessed the opposite effect as well: Newly exposed to a world brimming with spoken language, many of the children with cochlear implants suddenly blossomed. These experiences led me to write my first book, Thirty Million Words, which explores the fascinating science showing how parent and caregiver talk literally builds children’s brains in the first few years of life.

			They also led me to wonder whether technology could be used to help not just those in need of an implant, but typically hearing children as well. There’s tremendous diversity in the language environments children experience, regardless of their hearing status. Some children are bathed in a constant stream of warm and loving language (spoken or signed), consistently responded to when expressing a need, engaged by their caregivers throughout the day. Others simply are not. And of course, many fall somewhere in the middle. I started to imagine a tool that could help all children grow up in an environment rich with language and human connection. As it happened, after years of research and development, AI helped turn that dream into reality.

			Luey Needs a Blanket

			After I gathered a team of colleagues at the University of Chicago’s TMW Center for Early Learning + Public Health, our group of behavioral scientists, child development experts, data and computer scientists, engineers, and others ultimately built a device called Luet. The name, a combination of the words “language” and “duet,” points to the beautiful, interactive nature of brain-building communication.

			Thanks to sophisticated algorithms, Luet measures some of the most important elements of a child’s language environment: the number of words used by their caregivers, the frequency of conversational turns they share with adults, the prevalence of distracting background noises, and more. With very young children, the device can track the journey from babbling to first words, helping identify where a child stands on the typical language-development trajectory. To preserve privacy, data and insights aren’t shipped off to a technology giant—everything is captured and processed right there inside Luet, then shared only with our research team and select caregivers, who receive actionable feedback and encouragement.

			We launched one of our first Luet trials in a preschool classroom in Connecticut in 2024. The responses from teachers and students were tremendous, but the reaction from the children in particular prompted me to look at artificial intelligence in an entirely new way.

			As participating kids started their day, a teacher would clip the pacifier-size Luet to their shirt. Then teachers and kids would go about their normal activities. There’s no interactive screen on Luet, yet we did design the face of the device to have two dots for eyes and a small, fixed smile, giving it a welcoming feel for kids. While the preschoolers interacted with one another and their teachers, each Luet worked quietly in the background, using AI to process and analyze the ambient audio every thirty milliseconds. In this way, AI can be a researcher’s dream, a means of uncovering insights beyond the reach of our limited senses.

			During naptime, teachers in our Connecticut trial would check the Luet data for feedback on what was happening in the classroom. They’d learn which kids needed more adult interaction, which students had been a little too sedentary, and more. The teachers could then adjust accordingly and try to give each child what they needed that afternoon. Teachers routinely told us how much they appreciated having real-time, data-driven feedback they could act upon. And the impact was evident when we set foot into one of these classrooms. The space was overflowing with warm language and animated back-and-forth exchanges.

			Sometimes the conversations were about Luet itself. One day before naptime, a student asked his teacher what his “Luey” was going to do while they all rested. She informed him that the device needed downtime, too. It needed to recharge.

			“Does my Luey need a blanket?” the child asked.

			That story made me smile, but also pause. If a static smile on a small piece of plastic could spark such attachment, what sort of connection could an interactive artificial companion forge? What might happen if the technology were actually responsive?

			What if Luey talked back?

			The genuine fondness we’d witnessed wasn’t limited to that one preschooler. When practicing writing their first words, several of the kids wanted to learn to trace out the letters for Luet. I wasn’t worried about these students forming troubling bonds with our device, as the entire goal was to promote human-to-human connection. But I did wonder what this attachment suggested about the potential impact of the increasingly intelligent gadgets crowding kids’ lives.

			An Unexpected Epiphany

			The advent of artificial intelligence has revealed something about why parent talk in the early years is so vital to optimal human development. Like many in my field, I viewed parent talk primarily through a cognitive lens, as the vehicle for vocabulary acquisition, language development, literacy, and school readiness. I measured words, tracked conversations, and celebrated linguistic milestones.

			The cognitive benefits of parent talk and interaction remain real and critical. But as I looked on with wonder, awe, and concern at our rapidly changing world, and as AI-enhanced software and socially engaging robots and chatbots moved into our homes, I had an unexpected epiphany. The infant brain has evolved to learn from the imperfect, emotionally rich dance of human interaction, including the seconds-long delays in response, the slight mismatches that require repair, the subtle facial cues and shifts in tone, the complex layering of emotional and verbal communication that occurs in even the simplest parent-child exchange. When a ten-month-old points to his beloved teddy bear and his mother hands him the stuffed doggie instead, or a two-year-old notices her father’s smile falter for just a moment as he becomes distracted from their tea party, they are learning what it means to be a person, sharing the world with others. These seemingly inefficient elements of communication build our capacity for deep human connection. They are part of what distinguish us as both human raised…and human.

			When we replace one half of these vital person-to-person exchanges with screens and machines, we risk raising children who might achieve every developmental milestone, yet miss the crucial learning that happens in the space between expectation and reality. It is in those precious moments between parent and child that our capacity for human connection is born. Even if AI were designed to perfectly simulate the hesitations, repairs, and emotional variability of human interaction, I suspect something fundamental would still be missing. A child learning through and forming attachments to AI would be like a seedling growing toward artificial light inside a climate-controlled lab. The plant might stretch upward, but it would lack the resilience and flexibility required to thrive in the real world.

			In the past two decades, breakthrough findings have emerged from infant- and child-development labs around the world. We know more than ever before about what infants and young children need and why. For instance, scientists have shown that our brains evolved specifically to bond with other humans, to light up when we interact with people who share our basic biology but feel, think, process, and generally experience the world differently. That genuine variability is essential. The inefficiencies and points of friction that are inherent to human interaction are catalysts for empathy, critical thinking, and deep connection. Each stumbling conversation, each shared moment of wonder, each gentle correction shapes not just what children know, but who they become. It’s messy, exhausting, gloriously imperfect work, but who said raising humans was simple?

			Uniquely Powerful

			The question is, what happens when AI tools and toys enter the lives of children? Although they might be wrapped in appealing packaging, these aren’t mere gadgets or playthings we’re dealing with here. AI has become uniquely powerful. And uniquely confusing, too, as those two letters have become a catchall term used to describe a wide range of technologies with very different capabilities and risks. In these pages, I’ll be largely focused on two variations: predictive AI and generative AI. The first analyzes large datasets—weather variables, stock prices, audio recordings of babies’ cries—to find patterns and forecast trends. Generative AI searches for patterns and makes predictions, too, but is largely focused on producing material: words, images, video, music. ChatGPT, Claude, Gemini, and other such tools are generative AI. Intelligent tutors and talking toys, too. But the smart monitor that analyzes your baby’s cries uses predictive AI.

			Although researchers have been working on artificial intelligence since the 1950s, recent breakthroughs have spawned an entirely new class of technology, one which has a profound potential to reshape human life. Simply put, this is different. And we all need to be ready to face the challenges ahead. My sincere hope is that this book informs and shifts your thinking, equipping you with the tools and the mindset to help you give the children in your life the best possible chance to flourish in the years and decades to come. On that point, a quick note on nomenclature: Throughout the book, I use the phrase “parents and caregivers” as well as “parents” and “caregivers” on their own. In all those instances, I really mean anyone who cares for or about children. I mean parents, grandparents, teachers, childcare providers, aunts and uncles, and neighbors. I mean you.

			Uncertain Territory

			The act of raising a human child has always been beautifully intimate, a powerful combination of face-to-face connection, loving contact, rich conversation, shared experiences. And it has worked very well. I’m perpetually awestruck by nature’s brilliance. Just as milk provides the precise balance of nutrients necessary to build a baby’s body, human interaction provides the precise neural nourishment needed to build a child’s brain. The sophisticated mix of language, emotional attunement, and social signaling helps to wire the developing mind. There is a place for AI in early childhood, but nature still has its advantages.

			Nutrition science teaches us that there’s a profound difference between processed food and ultra-processed food, for example. Whole wheat bread, canned beans, frozen vegetables, and similar innovations use technology to make nutrition more accessible. They’re processed, yes, but still nourishing. Ultra-processed food is different: industrial formulations engineered to override our satiety signals, maximize consumption, and ultimately displace the real thing.

			The same distinction applies to AI. Not all artificial intelligence is created equal. Some tools are designed to support human connection by helping a parent understand a child’s sleep patterns, giving a physician more time to actually listen, offering an overwhelmed teacher room to breathe. These are the whole wheat breads of the AI world. Other technologies are of the ultra-processed variety, designed to capture and hold a child’s attention, to bypass the natural back-and-forth between boredom and activity, to smooth away the friction that teaches patience and resilience.

			What I fear is the chatbot that never disagrees. The algorithm that always knows what your child wants next. The companion that is infinitely patient, infinitely agreeable, and requires nothing in return, offering a simulation of companionship that feels preferrable to the real thing. Of course, the lines aren’t always clean. What helps one child may hinder another, and even useful tools can become crutches if we forget the skills they’re meant to support.

			In recent years, I’ve gotten a disconcerting preview of this potential algorithmically formulated future. It used to be that the waiting rooms in my clinic were a beautiful mess. When I opened the door, I’d find kids laughing or crying or babbling, crawling across the floor, exploring. Some parents would be happily engaged with their kids or practicing the delicate art of meltdown mitigation. Others would be completely checked out, hoping the tantrums would extinguish themselves. Given that I spent much of my day in the sterile silence of the OR, the waiting room felt alive in a way that pulled at something in me I didn’t yet understand. I didn’t realize at the time how much I loved the commotion, and how much I’d miss the incomparable music of little humans if it were to suddenly go quiet.

			But recently it has. After the COVID-19 pandemic, these once bustling spaces were suffused with a strange and uncomfortable calm. The beautiful noise was supplanted by silence. Now, when I step inside a room, the adult caregivers, little kids, toddlers, and sometimes even babies in strollers are often swiping or staring at phones and tablets. The only sound is the soft tap of fingers on glass. Previously, when it came time for me to discuss practical matters with parents, their kids would clamor for attention. Now our conversations usually proceed uninterrupted. The kids focus on the device in hand, disengaged from the human interaction happening right in front of them. Yes, my conversations with parents are easier. But I miss the noise. I miss the mess. And I fear what’s being lost in the silence.

			The Human Edge

			The most essential ingredients in early childhood are the nurturing interactions and sacred bonds that make us human. The human-centric approach to child-rearing is the gold standard. That’s not going to change, and the good news is that deep, face-to-face, technology-free interactions between caregivers and children are the most effective way to give kids what I call the Human Edge, the set of social, emotional, and cognitive skills that will matter most in an AI-driven world, including critical thinking, interpersonal connection, genuine creativity, empathy, and resilience. These capabilities can’t be automated, and they can only be built through a human-raised childhood.

			At the same time, parents like Morgan, children with developmental differences, overworked and under-resourced educators, and others could benefit enormously from certain carefully designed assistive AI technologies. Many of the AI products moving into our lives promise real solutions to modern parenting’s most pressing challenges and an opportunity to help children reach their fullest potential. The danger does not necessarily lie in the technology itself, but in our apparent willingness to embrace it as a society without thoughtful examination.

			Our global experiment with social media reminds us that we can’t let the promise of temporary relief overshadow the long-term ramifications. Research has consistently identified diverging patterns in adolescent brain development associated with extensive technology use, such as changes in attention networks and reward-processing pathways similar to those associated with behavioral dependencies. Blithely exposing our youngest children to AI while their brains are undergoing profound changes could have a lasting impact. Babies are born with as many neurons as there are stars in the Milky Way, all waiting and ready to be connected based on their early experiences. One hundred billion neurons wiring themselves to one another based in part on the infant’s interactions with the individuals and world around them. What happens when these interactions are with algorithmically guided apps and videos? Or when the individuals are artificially intelligent robots or virtual agents? How will this reshape the neural foundations that make us human?

			Our Four Guiding Principles

			In my decades of working with parents, I’ve witnessed one universal truth: Mothers and fathers possess an all-consuming love and a fierce desire to do anything and everything for their children. Parental love is the most powerful safety system out there. We are the one force capable of controlling the current tide of technological change, driven by a selfless bond that defies rational calculation and an innate understanding that true human connection cannot be algorithmically optimized. Parental love will preserve what makes us human.

			Raising little humans already borders on the impossible, even without the added intellectual responsibility of analyzing AI tools and toys. But I’ll make it easier for you. In addition to creating specific methods you can use to evaluate these technologies (more on this in chapter eight), I’ve developed a simple, overarching framework to keep in mind as you navigate this uncertain future. Drawing from neuroscience, evolutionary biology, and the lived experience of countless families, I’ve distilled four foundational principles for evaluating AI’s role in child development. These emerge directly from what we know about the vital elements of raising humans, the essential ingredients that have shaped our species for millennia and continue to build our children’s brains today, and our understanding of parenthood.

			Having a child is an act of hope. Fundamentally, it’s a bet on the future. A belief that even amid uncertainty, without knowing what the world will look like in ten or twenty years, we can still shape what’s coming in meaningful ways. We bring children into the world trusting that our love, our guidance, and our decisions matter.

			The future isn’t predetermined; it’s being written by the choices we make today in our homes, in our schools, and in those small daily moments when we prioritize connection over convenience, presence over efficiency. To believe that things aren’t set in stone, and that we still have agency in shaping how AI enters our children’s lives, does require hope. The HOPE framework that follows, which is woven throughout this book, isn’t a set of rigid rules, but a collection of orienting lights that honor the act of optimism that brought your child into the world. It’s designed to ensure that your choices about AI align with what we know about healthy human development.

			
					
					Human Connection Is Irreplaceable. To the developing brain, interaction with other people is essential. Eye contact, shared laughter, patient answers to “why” questions activate ancient neural circuits designed for connection. These exchanges provide a form of nourishment no algorithm, however sophisticated, can match.

				

					
					Own the Imperfections. Children don’t thrive on perfect responsiveness; they grow through mismatches and repairs. “Good enough” parenting is evolutionarily advantageous. Those cracks—when you misstep and then reconnect—are the moments in which resilience, flexibility, and emotional regulation are forged. Similarly, creativity, perseverance, and problem-solving are built by productive struggle: the imperfect drawing, the failed somersault, the disagreement with a friend. Frictionless AI agents may look appealing, but it’s the friction that makes us grow.

				

					
					Protect the Early Years. Older children and adults encounter AI with already-built neural scaffolding, but young children are still wiring the very circuits that shape future learning and relationships. Introducing AI during this sensitive period presents a fundamentally different challenge with greater potential for harm.

				

					
					Enhance, Don’t Replace. The question is no longer whether AI will be in our children’s lives, but what roles it will play. Tools that lighten parental burdens or deepen understanding can be beneficial. But when AI begins to take the place of core human interaction, we gamble with consequences that are unknown—and potentially irreversible. Augmentation may be a gift; replacement is a risk.

				

			

			You’ll encounter these concepts again throughout the book, and I hope you’ll use them to guide your decisions in this increasingly complex, AI-everywhere world. Because they’re your decisions to make. Mothers, fathers, and trusted caregivers must remain in control, guarding the gates to the minds and inner lives of our children with utmost vigilance, and measuring these tools against the profoundly social, imperfect, and emotionally rich process that is true child development.

			We must do everything we can to ensure our little ones remain human raised.

			TL;DR: Chapter Review

			Throughout the book I’ve included brief summaries of the key points in each chapter. These can serve as reminders of important content or as conversation starters for book groups. You may want to flip back to them after you’ve finished, to refresh your memory, or consult them when you’re dealing with an AI-related dilemma in your household. A few of the main takeaways in this first chapter:

			
					
					Parent and caregiver talk helps build children’s brains in the first few years of life; early disparities in language exposure are linked to differences in vocabulary, school readiness, and long-term academic success.

				

					
					The infant brain has evolved to learn from rich, complex human interaction, with all of its variability, misunderstandings, and imperfections; these seemingly inefficient social connections actually build our capacity for human connection.

				

					
					Artificially intelligent technologies have the capacity to connect and interact with children, but we must exercise caution; a child nurtured by AI would be like a seedling growing toward artificial light in a climate-controlled lab.

				

					
					AI is a broad term encompassing a range of technologies. This book focuses on predictive AI, which analyzes large datasets for patterns, and generative AI, which produces words, pictures, songs, and more.

				

					
					Four principles, which spell HOPE, will guide you through the difficult AI-related decisions you’ll have to make as a parent or caregiver.

				

			

			The Hope Framework

			Four Guiding Principles for AI in Your Child’s Life

			
				
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Principle

						
							
							The AI Trap

						
							
							The Human Truth

						
							
							Your Move

						
					

					
							
							H

							Human Connection Is Irreplaceable

						
							
							AI mimics or even attempts to replace human interaction

						
							
							Brains are wired in response to the full social ensemble: language, gaze, touch, and more; and the power of the parent-child bond remains unparalleled

						
							
							Don’t assume AI can provide the key ingredients of human interaction. If a screen is poised to replace a human bond, say no
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							Own the Imperfections

						
							
							AI is seamless, patient, and efficient

						
							
							Humans learn to connect through “micro-repairs”—the messy struggle to be understood—and the resolution of conflict

						
							
							Trust that “good enough” parenting builds social competence better than a perfect machine

						
					

					
							
							P

							Protect the Early Years

						
							
							AI is changing adult lives now, so we should expose kids early

						
							
							From birth to age five, the brain is plastic and indiscriminately absorbs input; interactions build the very circuits that will prepare kids to think critically and thrive in an AI world

						
							
							Delay introduction of interactive AI to protect early development and ensure humans shape those brains
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							Enhance, Don’t Replace

						
							
							AI can stand in as tutor, nanny, or friend when parenting feels hardest

						
							
							Parents need tools that reduce mental and logistical loads so they can focus on connection—not replace connection altogether

						
							
							Use AI as a copilot to save time or gain insight, but never put parenting on autopilot

						
					

				
			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two
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				Beautifully Irrational

				Why I learned to think like a behavioral economist to manage the complexities of parenting

			
			Before I married my husband, John, dinnertime in my family was a nightly drama, a high-stakes negotiation pitting a working widow against three hungry humans with very strong opinions about food. “What do you want for dinner?” I’d ask. This innocent question only opened the door to debate. Ultimately, we’d end up ordering Chinese (my late husband Don’s go-to) or pizza. Or both.

			John and I met at the University of Chicago, where he’s a professor in the famed economics department. We first started getting to know each other as academics and colleagues who had a shared interest in optimizing early-childhood education. Our approaches, however, were very different. He, of course, thought the answer lay in economics. And he never tired of saying: “Economics is life, Dana. And life is economics.” He tried to convince me that it was relevant to my work, too. But it all felt about as connected to my pediatric surgery practice as quantum physics.

			After a few thousand shared conversations, something beautiful and unexpected happened: We fell in love and decided to meld our families. My three kids and his five. Four boys, four girls, aged nine to sixteen. A Brady Bunch of sorts, if that family had been designed by a scientist studying chaos theory. With eight kids, my well-intentioned question about what everyone wanted for dinner transformed an otherwise manageable household into what I can only describe as The Hunger Games meets the United Nations General Assembly. Eight voices, eight different palates, eight levels of hunger-induced irritability, all converging into a perfect storm of indecision.

			“I want pizza!” “No, we had pizza yesterday!” “That was pepperoni pizza. I want cheese pizza!” “Can we have sushi?” “I hate sushi!” “What about pasta?” “Hamburgers!” “I’m vegan now!” “Since when are you vegan? Yesterday you were asking for a hamburger!” “Since I watched that documentary about cows having feelings!” “Plants have feelings, too!” “DO NOT!” “DO TOO!” During these hunger-fueled shouting matches, I must say, my “bonus” kids—John’s five—were remarkably more agreeable than my (no less amazing) biological offspring.

			John watched this madness unfold exactly once. The next time we ordered out, I could practically see his economist’s brain working, calculating the decision-making costs and searching for a game-theory solution to the mess he was witnessing. John, you see, is a behavioral economist. In the study of classical economics, you assume that consumers and other individuals are rational decision-makers who converge on the smartest possible choice. But behavioral economists recognize that consumers are also people. And people are rarely all that rational. So this group of academics started incorporating psychology and the nuances of how real people actually make decisions, giving rise to a new field of study. One of John’s colleagues, Richard Thaler, is among the founders of the discipline and the recipient of a Nobel Prize for

			
			
			
			
			Mommy, Get Off Your Phone!

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			The Three Forces That Challenge Our Agency

			
			
			
			Force #1: The Design Trap

			
			
			
			Condition One: Lockout

			
			Condition Two: Neutral

			
			Condition Three: Autoplay

			
			
			
			Force #2: The Pressure Trap

			
			
			
			
			Present Bias

			
			
			Confirmation Bias

			
			Bandwagon Bias

			
			
			
			
			
				
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

				
				
					
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

				
			

			
			Force #3: The Default Trap

			
			
			
			
			
			
				
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

				
			

			
			
			The Six Types of AI You May Encounter

			
			Time-Savers

			
			
			Monitors

			
			
			Therapeutic Allies

			
			
			Smart Tutors

			
			
			Companions

			
			
			Caregivers (coming soon)

			
			
			Your Parental GPS

			
			
					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

					
					
				

			

			
			
				
				
			

			
			TL;DR: Chapter Review
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