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The K-5 Teacher’s Al Playbook

Introduction:
The Sunday That Never Ends

It is 9:14 on a Sunday night. Your laptop is open on the kitchen table.
Somewhere in another room your family is watching something you

were supposed to watch together. You have been sitting here since six.

On your screen: an unfinished lesson plan for Monday's math block, a
blank template for the weekly parent newsletter, sixteen tabs open with
results for "engaging 2nd grade fraction activities," and an email from a

parent you have been drafting and deleting for forty minutes.

You did not get into teaching for any of this. You got into it for the
moment — that specific, unrepeatable moment — when a kid who has
been struggling finally gets it. The head-lift. The wide eyes. The small
involuntary smile. You have seen it a hundred times and it still surprises

you every time.

But somewhere between the lesson planning and the grading and the
emails and the differentiation and the IEP documentation and the
newsletter and the rubrics and the report card comments, the job that
used to feel meaningful started to feel like a production line. And the

production line runs on your weekends.

What This Book Is, Honestly

This is not a book about Artificial Intelligence. Not really. The
technology is a tool — a genuinely useful one, more useful than most
things that have come along in a while — but this book is about

something more fundamental: what happens to good teachers when the
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administrative weight of the job becomes unsustainable, and one

practical, free, accessible way to push back.

Everything in this book works with the free version of ChatGPT
(chat.openai.com) or Google's Gemini (gemini.google.com). No
subscriptions. No school approval required for the teacher-facing tasks
covered here. No advanced tech skills. If you can compose an email, you

can do everything in this book.

I want to be honest about something else. Al is not a miracle. It makes
mistakes. It produces generic outputs when you give it generic inputs. It
does not know your students, your school's culture, or that your class
completely falls apart on days when the lunch schedule shifts. Those
things are yours. What Al handles is the scaffolding — the structure, the
first draft, the boilerplate — so you can spend your limited time and

energy on what actually requires you.

"It has just taken a load off of the little minute things so that I can just focus
on teaching the kids." — A 7th grade teacher describing ber first month using
Al for lesson content.

Who This Is For

K-5 classroom teachers. That specificity matters. Elementary teaching is
different from secondary teaching in ways that rarely get acknowledged
in the growing shelf of Al-for-educators books, most of which were

written with high school in mind or no grade band in particular.

When you teach Kindergarten through 5th grade, you manage five or six
subjects simultaneously. Your students cannot read instructions and get

to work independently — you are actively running the room for most of



The K-5 Teacher’s Al Playbook

every period. Differentiation is not a pedagogical philosophy; it is the
concrete daily reality of a room where one child is reading chapter books
and another is still sounding out three-letter words, sitting three feet

apart.

This book addresses those specific conditions. Every prompt and

strategy in here is written for K-5 reality.

How to Use This Book

You can read front to back, or start with the chapter that addresses what
is currently consuming the most of your time. Each chapter ends with a
prompt to try immediately. The appendix contains 50 ready-to-use
prompts organized by category — designed to sit on your desk as a

reference.

One more thing: the first time you use any of these prompts, do not
expect perfection. Expect 75%. Then respond to the output with one or
two adjustments, and watch it become 90%. That iteration loop —
prompt, review, refine — is the actual skill this book is teaching. Once

you have it, everything else follows.

Adprian Pierce
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Before anything else — before the prompts, the strategies, any of it —
there is one principle that governs everything in this book.

THE GOLDEN RULE

No student name, photo, grade, test score, behavioral note, medical
information, IEP detail, or any other personally identifiable information

ever goes into a public Al tool.

That is the whole rule. Everything else in this chapter explains why it
matters and shows you how to work around it — which, it turns out, is

much easier than most teachers assume.

Why This Matters

Two federal laws govern student data privacy: FERPA (the Family
Educational Rights and Privacy Act) and COPPA (the Children's Online
Privacy Protection Act, significantly amended in 2025). When you use
an Al tool like ChatGPT to create a lesson plan, generate a worksheet,
or draft a parent email — without entering any student data — those
laws are not triggered. You are using a writing tool, the same way you

would use a word processor.

The legal picture changes the moment a real child's information enters
the conversation. And beyond legal compliance, there is something more
basic at stake: families trust you with their children, and that trust extends

to information about those children.

The good news is that you almost never need student-specific
information to get excellent Al outputs. The substitution is simple and,

once you are used to it, instinctive.

11
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The Substitution That Solves Everything

Instead of describing a specific child, describe the type of challenge or

learner:
X Never do this ¥/ Do this instead
"Emma is struggling with 3-digit addition. — "Write a worksheet for a 2nd grader struggling
Werite her a worksheet." with 3-digit addition — regrouping specifically.”

"Marcus bas an IEP goal for reading fluency ~— "Write a progress note for a student with a
at 90 WPM. Help me write his progress  reading fluency IEP goal at 90 WPM. Current

note." rate: 62 WPM across 3 trials."
"Here are Tyler's test scores from last week. " A student scored below 60% on nulti-step word
What should I do next?" problems but above 85% on computation. What

does this pattern suggest, and what should I try?"

Not a single piece of useful information was lost in those substitutions.
The Al has everything it needs. The only thing removed was the child's

name — which the Al never needed in the first place.

THE ONE-SECOND TEST

Before you hit send: could someone reading this prompt identify a specific
child in your class? If yes — or even maybe — remove the identifying detail
and desctribe the situation instead.

A Note on District Policies

By 2025, 33 states had released formal Al guidance for schools, and most

districts were developing their own policies. Some schools have

12



The K-5 Teacher’s AI Playbook

negotiated Data Processing Agreements with specific vendors, which
can expand what is legally permitted. Check whether your district has
such agreements. In the absence of that knowledge, the rule above keeps
you safe: use Al to create content and structure, not to process

information about individual students.

<« READY TO TRY — Before the next chapter

Write down the three tasks that consistently run over time in your teaching
week. Keep them in mind as you read — by the end of Chapter 7, you will

have a specific Al strategy for each one.

13
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Here is the most common thing that happens when a teacher tries Al
for the first time. They open ChatGPT, type something like "write a
lesson plan for science," get back three paragraphs of something vague
and slightly wrong for their grade level, and conclude that the whole
thing is overhyped.

They are not wrong that the output was bad. They are wrong about the

reason.

Al is not a search engine. It generates text based on what you tell it,
which means its output is almost entirely determined by the quality of
your input. Give it a vague, four-word request and you will get a vague,
four-word answer stretched across three paragraphs. Give it a specific,
contextual request and you will get something genuinely useful — often

in the first try.

What you are doing when you write an effective AI prompt is the same
thing you do when you brief a student teacher: you explain who you are,
what you need, who it is for, and how you want it presented. The more

clearly you do that, the better what comes back will be.

The Four-Part Framework

Every effective prompt for teaching follows the same structure:

ELEMENT WHAT IT DOES | EXAMPLE

Establishes  who "I am a 3rd grade science teacher..."
Role you are and the
grade context
States exactly what  "...write a 45-minute lesson plan on the water

Task

you need cycle..."

15
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ELEMENT ‘ WHAT IT DOES ‘ EXAMPLE

Details about your  "...for a class with 4 ELL students and 2 who
Context students or finish early..."
constraints
F How you want the "..Include warm-up, direct instruction,
ormat output structured pattner activity, and a 3-question exit ticket."

Before and After: The Same Request, Two
Ways

X WEAK — four words, generic output guaranteed

write a lesson plan for science

<« STRONG — forty words, genuinely useful output

I am a 3rd grade science teacher. Write a 45-minute lesson plan on the water
cycle that includes: a 5-minute warm-up question, 15 minutes of direct
instruction with a labeled diagram activity, a 20-minute partner lab using
materials available in most classrooms, and a 3-question exit ticket. Align

with NGSS 5-ESS2-1. Use clear language appropriate for 8-year-olds.

The second prompt takes about 40 seconds longer to write. The output
it produces will save you 30 minutes of editing. You will make that trade

every time.

16
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Three Techniques That Separate Good from
Excellent

1. Tell It What You Don’t Want

Al responds remarkably well to negative constraints. If you keep getting
outputs that begin with a long preamble before the actual content, add:
"Do not include any general introduction. Start immediately with the
lesson plan." The same applies to format: "Do not use bullet points —
write this as a paragraph I can read aloud." Be specific about exclusions

and you will rarely need to ask for a revision.

2. Ask for Options, Not Just One

Instead of asking for a single worksheet, ask for three versions at
different difficulty levels. Instead of asking for one exit ticket question,
ask for five and pick the two that fit. A 5th grade teacher in Kentucky
described using this approach: "I ask for eight writing prompt options
and pick the two my kids will actually care about. Takes ten seconds to
choose. Would have taken twenty minutes to come up with two good

ones on my own."

3. lterate — Don’t Restart

When the first output is close but not quite right, resist the urge to start
over. Just respond: "This is good. Can you shorten the warm-up to 5
minutes, make the partner activity more hands-on, and add a challenge
extension for students who finish early?" The Al holds the context of
your conversation, so refinements build on each other. Most teachers
find that two exchanges — initial prompt, then one round of refinement

— produces something they can use directly.

17
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¢ READY TO TRY

Open ChatGPT (chat.openai.com) — free, no subscription needed. Use the
four-part framework for something you need this week. Then try one
refinement. Notice what changes.

18
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A 2024 study found that elementary teachers receive less planning time
per week than any other grade band — not by a little, but by nearly 50
minutes compared to high school teachers. The contract says four hours.
What the contract does not say is that those four hours will be
interrupted by duty coverage, unexpected parent calls, a child who needs
to talk, a meeting that runs long, and a printer that decides Monday

morning is a good time to need servicing.

The result is predictable: lesson planning migrates to evenings and
weekends. A 3rd grade teacher described her first three years in an online
teaching community: "Sunday was just my planning day. I accepted it.
I'd wake up, make coffee, and sit down at my desk by 8 AM. Sometimes
I'd look up and it was 4 PM and I hadn't left the house."

She is not unusual. She is average.

What Changes When You Have a System

The shift that AT makes possible is not just efficiency — it is a change in
what you are doing during planning time. Instead of generating lesson
content from scratch, you are reviewing, adjusting, and making judgment
calls about what Al has drafted. Generating takes heavy mental energy.
Reviewing and refining takes a different, lighter kind of attention —

faster and less draining.

Phase 1: The Weekly Skeleton (15 Minutes)

Start Sunday by generating the high-level structure for your entire week
in a single prompt — not full lesson plans, just the framework: objective,
warm-up idea, main activity, practice task, and exit ticket for each

subject.
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