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A working guide to the institutions that assess artificial intelligence without selling it — and 

a test for telling the watchdogs from the salesforce. 
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I  —  T H E  C A L I B R A T I O N  P R O B L E M  

Every	legitimate	worry	about	this	
technology	is	a	worry	about	incentives,	
not	magic. 
The hype machine and the doom machine run on the same fuel: the pretense that artificial intelligence is a 
force of nature rather than a product with a price model. Strip the mysticism away and the durable criticisms 
line up in a row, each one boring, specific, and entirely about who profits. A communicator’s first job is to 
name them in plain language so they stop sounding like prophecy. 

Start with the one that is not negotiable. These systems generate fluent prose that sounds calibrated whether 
or not it is correct, which severs the confidence signal from the accuracy signal. That is not a glitch a future 
model patches out; it is the medium. Common Sense Media’s own evaluation of the leading consumer chatbot 
lands here precisely — text that reads as authoritative even when wrong, with the downstream effect of 
quietly eroding the user’s own oversight. Check and verify is not a disclaimer. It is the cost of admission. 

The	seller’s	interest	and	the	learner’s	interest	
diverge	at	exactly	the	point	that	matters. 
—  T H E  S T R U C T U R A L  F A U L T  L I N E  

The rest of the indictment is a study in misaligned incentives. The charges, stated without the usual fog: 

A D D I C T I V E  ·  I N V A S I V E  The engagement-optimized, data-extractive playbook is borrowed wholesale from 
social media. The watchdog case is built explicitly on not making that mistake 
twice — the last platform shift was regulated only after the damage was 
documented. 

E Q U I T Y  B Y  M O D E L  &  
M E A N S  

A frontier model behind a paywall versus a throttled free tier is a stratification 
engine. In a classroom it maps cleanly onto pre-existing advantage. Almost nothing 
on the market would pass a serious fairness-of-access bar. 

C R I T I C A L  T H I N K I N G  Whether the tool scaffolds judgment or atrophies it is genuinely unsettled. The 
concern is mainstream, not fringe — evaluators name curiosity, agency, and 
human connection as the things a model must not quietly replace. 

T O K E N  U S A G E  
E N C O U R A G E D  

A metered business model structurally rewards more interaction, not better-
calibrated less of it. No product rating catches this; it is a political-economy 
problem wearing a UX costume. 
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P E R F O R M A N C E - R E V I E W  
F A C T O R  

"AI fluency" migrating into hiring and evaluation criteria converts an optional tool 
into a compliance expectation — a labor and academic-freedom question disguised 
as a productivity metric. 

P O L I C Y  C H A L L E N G I N G  There is no coherent rulebook — and the incoherence is itself the finding. 

I I  —  W H E R E  T H E  R U L E S  D O N ’ T  L I V E  

You	are	looking	for	a	curriculum.	There	
is	only	a	pile. 
Ask where the rules “across the curriculum” reside and the honest answer is: nowhere, coherently. What 
exists is a non-interoperable stack — campus academic-integrity policies written department by department; 
accreditors still mostly silent; national guidance from UNESCO, education ministries, and the EU AI Act’s 
transparency clauses; and literacy curricula from the consumer-safety nonprofits. Procurement, pedagogy, 
assessment integrity, data governance, and labor each sit in a different organizational silo with no shared 
scoring layer connecting them. The gap between those silos is not a footnote. It is the open territory — the 
precise place a Human/AI integration score would have to occupy, because no incumbent standard occupies 
it now. 
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I I I  —  T H E  F I E L D  G U I D E  T O  D I S I N T E R E S T E D  A U T H O R I T Y  

Who	to	turn	to.	What	they	are	good	for.	
The	catch	in	each. 
No single oracle exists, and anyone claiming to be one should lose your trust on that basis alone. You 
triangulate. Here is the working set, with the independence audit attached to each — because a watchdog’s 
funding is part of its data. 

 

C O N S U M E R  A W A R E N E S S  ·  “ C O N S U M E R  R E P O R T S ”  
A N S W E R  

Consumer	Reports	—	Digital	
Lab	&	Loyal	Agents 
innovation.consumerreports.org · loyalagents.org 

The literal analogue, because it is Consumer 
Reports. Its Digital Lab has tested AI products 
directly (its voice-cloning assessment found most 
vendors lacked meaningful anti-fraud safeguards), 
and its Loyal Agents collaboration with Stanford’s 
Digital Economy Lab is drafting standards for 
whether AI agents serve users or function as sales 
funnels. 
B E S T  F O R  
Everyday consumer-facing risk; the agent-
commerce question. 

T H E  C A T C H  
It is building its own consumer AI agent while 
reviewing the category — watch the wall between the 
two. 

 C U S T O M E R  S A F E G U A R D S  ·  “ C O M M O N  S E N S E  
M E D I A ”  A N S W E R  

Common	Sense	Media	—	Youth	
AI	Safety	Institute 
commonsensemedia.org/ai 

The safeguards analogue, freshly escalated. As of 
early May 2026 it launched its first standalone 
institute — pitched explicitly as crash-test ratings 
for AI, on the logic that independent testing once 
forced carmakers to compete on safety. It red-
teams the models children and students actually 
use and grades them on a plain-language risk scale. 
B E S T  F O R  
Kids, teens, classroom deployment; the “nutrition 
label” the public never got for social media. 

T H E  C A T C H  
Industry-funded (frontier labs among the backers). It 
asserts a funder firewall on crash-test logic — credible 
by design, but a claim to audit, not a settled fact. 
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M I L E S T O N E S  ·  S A F E T Y  F L O O R  

MLCommons	—	AILuminate 
ailuminate.mlcommons.org 

The emerging industry-standard safety benchmark: 
a five-tier Poor-to-Excellent grade across twelve 
hazard categories, deliberately built with hidden 
prompts so vendors cannot study for the test. 
B E S T  F O R  
A comparable, gaming-resistant safety floor across 
vendors. 

T H E  C A T C H  
Its own authors concede weakness on multi-turn, 
multimodal, and multilingual use — weak exactly 
where real classroom harm lives. 

 M I L E S T O N E S  ·  T R A J E C T O R Y  

Stanford	HAI	—	AI	Index 
hai.stanford.edu/ai-index 

The closest thing to an authoritative state-of-the-
field document: annual, broad, descriptive. Use it 
for trajectory and magnitude, not for safety 
verdicts. 
B E S T  F O R  
Citable baseline numbers; year-over-year direction. 

T H E  C A T C H  
University-housed but industry-adjacent in funding 
and data access. Descriptive by design — it maps the 
terrain, it does not referee it. 

   

C O M M E N T A R Y  ·  A D V E R S A R I A L  P R E S S  

404	Media 
404media.co 

The sharpest signal-to-noise on AI’s real-world use. 
Journalist-owned, with a stated refusal to align with 
the companies whose tools are built to replace 
journalists — which is precisely why the coverage 
has no upsell in it. 
B E S T  F O R  
What the technology is actually doing to people, 
reported without the press-release register. 

T H E  C A T C H  
Investigative, not comprehensive — depth over breadth 
by design. Pair it with the structural analysts. 

 C O M M E N T A R Y  ·  M E T H O D  &  S T R U C T U R E  

Pulitzer	Center	·	Reuters	
Institute	·	AI	Now 
pulitzercenter.org · reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk 
· ainowinstitute.org 

The Pulitzer Center’s AI Accountability Network 
trains reporters to cover AI with neither hype nor 
alarmism. The Reuters Institute analyzes how AI 
coverage itself gets distorted into big-tech 
narratives. AI Now supplies the political-economy 
critique — labor, concentration, the “performance-
review factor” class that ratings miss. 
B E S T  F O R  
Method, media literacy, and the structural 
questions product reviews cannot reach. 

N O T E  
The Markup, long the model here, has merged into 
CalMatters; its alumni are now distributed across 
these outlets. 

  



I L L U M I N A T I O N  S E R I E S  

T H E  A I  F I E L D  G U I D E   ·   M E N T O R S H I P  A C A D E M Y  5 

I V  —  T H E  O N E  T E S T  T H A T  T R A V E L S  

Never	ask	whether	a	source	is	pure.	Ask	
whether	its	independence	is	structural	
or	merely	asserted. 
There is no uncontaminated vantage point. The safeguards institute takes lab money. The 
university index takes industry money. The consumer body is building its own agent. Purity is the 
wrong question because nothing passes it. The question that actually sorts the field is mechanical: 

S T R U C T U R A L  I N D E P E N D E N C E  
Funders walled off from findings. Methodology 
published. Test sets partly hidden to prevent gaming. 
You can inspect the firewall yourself. 

A S S E R T E D  I N D E P E N D E N C E  
“We are independent” with no published method, no 
disclosed funding, no way to check. A brand claim, not 
an architecture. 

The	standard	you	apply	to	the	models	—	check	and	
verify	—	is	the	same	one	you	apply	to	the	institutions	
that	grade	them.	The	trustworthy	ones	publish	their	
method	and	their	money	and	dare	you	to	look.	That	
dare	is	the	whole	signal. 
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R E S O U R C E  I N D E X  —  V E R I F Y  B E F O R E  R E U S E  

The	working	set,	with	live	entry	points. 
 

Common Sense Media  ·  AI ratings & method  
commonsensemedia.org/ai  MLCommons  ·  AILuminate benchmark  

ailuminate.mlcommons.org 

Common Sense  ·  how risk is rated  
commonsensemedia.org/ai-ratings/how-we-rate  Stanford HAI  ·  AI Index  

hai.stanford.edu/ai-index 

Youth AI Safety Inst.  ·  launch coverage 
(CNN)  
cnn.com/2026/05/05/tech/ai-youth-safety-independent-
testing-lab 

 404 Media  ·  independent tech press  
404media.co 

Consumer Reports  ·  Innovation Lab  
innovation.consumerreports.org  Pulitzer Center  ·  AI Spotlight / 

Accountability  
pulitzercenter.org 

CR × Stanford  ·  Loyal Agents  
loyalagents.org  Reuters Institute  ·  AI & the future of news  

reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk 

AI Now Institute  ·  political economy of AI  
ainowinstitute.org   

T h e  A I  F i e l d  G u i d e  —  t o  A I  I l l u m i n a t i o n  R e s o u r c e s  ·  F i e l d  E d i t i o n  ·  C o m p i l e d  M a y  2 0 2 6  
Sources verified at compilation; institutional funding and methodology change — re-audit before 

citing. Set in Cormorant Garamond & Lora, with DM Mono for instrumentation.  
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