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Essay 8 — Understanding AI Course

Congratulations — you've made it to the end of the Understanding AI
course. Over the previous seven essays, we've covered a lot of ground.
In this final essay, we're going to tie it all together: the most important
ideas, where to go next if you want to learn more, and some of the key
legal issues in the UK around AI — including copyright, which is more
complicated than it might first appear.

If  you  take  only  one  thing  from  this  course,  let  it  be  this:  AI  is
powerful,  consequential,  and  still  poorly  understood  —  by  the
people building it, the governments regulating it, and the people
using it. The best thing any of us can do is understand it clearly,
use  it  thoughtfully,  and  engage  with  it  critically. That  applies
whether you're 14 or 84.

The Big Ideas — A Recap

Let's bring together the key points from each essay:

1. What AI actually is

AI is not magic, and it's not a human-like mind. At its core, it's a set of
techniques  —  particularly  machine  learning and  large  language
models  (LLMs) —  that  let  computers  process  vast  amounts  of
information,  identify  patterns,  and  generate  responses.  It  can  do
remarkable  things.  But  it  doesn't  truly  "understand"  in  the  way
humans do. The famous Turing Test and the Chinese Room thought



experiment  both  remind  us  that  appearing  intelligent  and  being
intelligent are not the same thing.

2. Corporate AI and how to use it

Most people interact with AI through corporate tools like  ChatGPT,
Claude,  Grok,  and  Copilot.  These  are  powerful,  convenient,  and
accessible. But they come with trade-offs: your data is processed by a
third  party,  the  models  can  "hallucinate"  (generate  confident  false
information),  and they need to  be used with a  critical  eye.  Getting
better responses means being specific, giving context, and treating AI
as a conversation partner rather than an oracle.

3. Local AI — a private alternative

If privacy matters to you — and for sensitive work, it should — you
can run AI  on your own hardware using tools  like  Ollama or  LM
Studio. Local AI keeps your data on your machine, works offline, and
gives  you more control.  The trade-off is  hardware requirements  (a
decent GPU or Apple Silicon helps enormously)  and somewhat less
capability than the biggest corporate models.  For families,  students,
and privacy-conscious users, it's well worth exploring.

4. The ethics of AI

AI raises profound ethical questions: Will it take jobs? Should we fear
it? What even is "the Singularity" and is it real? The honest answer is
that we don't fully know how this technology will develop or what its
long-term effects  will  be.  But  we do know that  the decisions being
made right  now — by companies,  governments,  and individuals  —
will  shape  the  outcome.  Ethical  AI  use  means  being  honest,
minimising  harm,  and  thinking  about  the  impact  of  AI  on  other
people.

5. Integrating AI in organisations

Bringing AI into a business or team is less about technology and more
about people. It requires clear communication, genuine consultation,
proper training, and a willingness to listen to concerns. The risks — to
privacy,  fairness,  and  security  —  are  real  and  must  be  actively
managed. The organisations that do this best are the ones that start
with a specific problem, involve their people, and learn as they go.



6. Using AI effectively

The biggest variable in how useful AI is isn't the AI — it's the person
using it. Being specific, giving context, asking follow-up questions, and
using system prompts to define the AI's role all dramatically improve
results. And just as important: knowing what NOT to do. Never share
private data, never impersonate real people, never rely solely on AI
for  high-stakes  decisions,  and never  pass  off AI-generated  work  as
entirely your own without honest disclosure.

7. The global picture

AI  is  a  geopolitical  competition  between  the  US  and  China,  an
environmental  concern  due  to  the  enormous  energy  and  water
consumption of data centres, and a concentration of power in a small
number of very large corporations. Access to AI is deeply unequal —
both between countries and within them. The decisions made about
AI  in  the  next  decade  will  shape  societies  profoundly.  Staying
informed  and  engaging  thoughtfully  is  not  optional  if  we  want  a
future that works for everyone.

AI and the Law in the UK

AI law is still developing rapidly — this is an area in flux. But here are
the key things you should know about the UK legal landscape:

The EU AI Act — and the UK post-Brexit

The  EU AI  Act,  which came into  force  in  2024,  is  the  world's  first
comprehensive AI law. It  classifies AI systems by risk level — from
minimal risk (like AI recommendation systems) to high risk (like AI
used in healthcare or law enforcement) — and imposes obligations
accordingly. It applies to AI used within the EU.

The UK,  post-Brexit,  has  taken a  different  approach.  Rather  than a
single comprehensive law, the UK government has focused on sector-
specific  guidance  and  light-touch  regulation,  working  with  existing
regulators (like the ICO for data, the FCA for financial services, and the
MHRA for medical devices) to apply existing law to AI. The UK has
published  several  white  papers  and  is  developing  its  approach
through the  Department for Science, Innovation and Technology
(DSIT). This approach may change as the legal landscape evolves.



Key point for UK users: If you're building, buying, or using AI in the
UK, check with your relevant sector regulator for guidance — there is
no single "UK AI Act" yet, but existing laws still apply.

Data Protection — UK GDPR and the Data Protection Act
2018

If you're using AI that processes personal data — information about
identifiable individuals — then  UK GDPR and the  Data Protection
Act  2018 apply  to  you.  This  means  you  need  a  lawful  basis  for
processing that data, you need to be transparent about how it's used,
and individuals have rights over their data. Using a corporate AI tool
with  personal  data  may  require  a  Data  Protection  Impact
Assessment (DPIA), particularly for higher-risk uses.

The Online Safety Act 2023

The  Online Safety Act became law in 2023 and imposes obligations
on online service providers to detect and remove certain categories of
harmful  content.  AI-generated  content  that  constitutes  harassment,
fraud, or illegal speech can fall within its scope.

The Automated Vehicles Act 2024

The  UK  has  passed  legislation  permitting  self-driving  vehicles  on
British  roads,  which  represents  a  specific  application  of  AI  in  a
regulated context.

Key regulatory bodies in the UK

Body Area

ICO (Information Commissioner's Office)
Data protection and
privacy

DSIT (Dept. for Science, Innovation and
Technology)

AI policy and strategy

FCA (Financial Conduct Authority)
AI in financial
services

MHRA (Medicines and Healthcare products
Regulatory Agency)

AI in medical devices

CMA (Competition and Markets Authority)
AI and market
competition



Copyright and AI — What You Need to Know

This is one of the most confusing and rapidly evolving areas of law.
Here's a summary of where things currently stand in the UK:

Does AI infringe copyright?

Possibly, yes. AI models are trained on vast amounts of text, images,
code,  and other  data  from the  internet.  That  data  almost  certainly
includes copyright-protected material. Several large-scale legal cases
are currently being fought in the US and UK on this exact question —
whether  training  an  AI  on  copyright-protected  work  constitutes
infringement.

As of 2026, the legal position is still unsettled. Watch this space.

What about content AI generates?

This is a separate question: if an AI generates content, who owns the
copyright?

In  the  UK,  copyright  protects  works  created  by  a  human  with
intellectual, creative, or emotional involvement.  There's a strong
argument  that  purely  AI-generated  content  —  with  no  meaningful
human input — doesn't qualify for copyright protection at all. The UK
government has been consulting on this and has indicated that AI-
generated  content  may  not  be  protectable,  though  the  law  is  still
developing.

If a human has made creative choices — selecting the prompt, editing
the output,  shaping the direction — there's  a  better  argument  that
copyright applies to that human creative input.

What does this mean practically?

Don't assume you fully own what AI generates for you
Be careful about using AI to reproduce or modify others'
copyrighted work
If you're creating content commercially, get legal advice specific
to your situation
Keep records of your own creative input into AI-generated work
— this may matter legally

• 
• 

• 

• 



The creative industries and AI

The creative sectors — artists,  writers,  musicians,  publishers — are
particularly  affected  by  these  questions.  Many  are  seeking  legal
protections or compensation for the use of their work in AI training.
The outcome of current court cases will be important for the entire
creative economy.

Sources of Further Information and Guidance

Here  are  some  resources  worth  knowing  about  —  trustworthy,
accessible, and kept reasonably current:

General AI Understanding

The Alan Turing Institute (turing.ac.uk) — The UK's national
institute for AI, with accessible explainers and research
Understanding AI — Google's free course, available at ai.google/
discover
Elements of AI (elementsofai.com) — A free introductory
course developed by the University of Helsinki, translated into
many languages including English

UK Government and Regulation

DSIT AI Safety Institute (aisi.gov.uk) — The UK body focused on
AI safety and risk evaluation
ICO guidance on AI and data protection (ico.org.uk) —
Essential reading if you're using AI with personal data
UK AI regulation White Paper (gov.uk) — Search for "AI
regulation white paper" for the latest government position

AI Ethics and Safety

The Future of Humanity Institute (fhi.ox.ac.uk) — Oxford-
based research institute working on existential risk from AI
The Alan Turing Institute's AI Ethics and Governance group
— Practical guidance on responsible AI use
Partnership on AI (partnershiponai.org) — Multi-stakeholder
organisation with reports and guidance

• 

• 

• 

• 
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• 
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For Those Who Want to Go Further

Ollama (ollama.com) — If you want to try running local AI (see
Essay 3)
Hugging Face (huggingface.co) — The main platform for open-
source AI models, with a wealth of educational resources
DeepMind's public research (deepmind.com/research) — Some
of the most important AI research in the world, published
openly

Staying Current

AI changes fast. The most useful habit you can develop is checking in
on developments  periodically.  The BBC Tech section,  The Guardian
Technology  section,  and  Ars  Technica  are  all  reasonable  places  to
follow for non-technical news about AI developments.

Final Thoughts

We've  covered  an  enormous  amount  in  this  course  —  from  the
philosophy of machine thinking to the geopolitics of AI dominance,
from practical prompting skills to the legal landscape in the UK. It can
feel overwhelming. But here's the thing: you don't need to understand
everything to use AI thoughtfully. You just need to:

Stay curious — AI is fascinating, and the more you understand,
the more useful it becomes
Stay sceptical — AI is often wrong, sometimes biased, and
always limited
Stay honest — about what AI is, what it can do, and what you
use it for
Stay engaged — this technology is shaping the world, and
everyone has a stake in how it develops

Whether you're using AI to help with your studies, your work, or your
family life — or whether you're simply trying to understand what all
the fuss is about — I hope this course has given you something useful.
The  future  of  AI  isn't  written  yet.  The  people  who  understand  it
clearly are the ones who will help shape it.

Well done for doing the work. 🧠✨

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 



Glossary of Key Terms

Term Definition

UK GDPR
The UK's version of the General Data Protection
Regulation — the law governing how personal
data is handled.

Data Protection Act
2018

The UK law that sits alongside UK GDPR with
specific provisions for data processing.

Data Protection
Impact Assessment
(DPIA)

A formal assessment required under UK GDPR
before processing personal data in ways that
are high-risk.

Online Safety Act
2023

A UK law regulating online services and placing
duties on them to remove harmful content.

EU AI Act
The European Union's comprehensive AI
regulation law, the first of its kind globally.

ICO
The Information Commissioner's Office — the
UK's independent data protection regulator.

DSIT
The Department for Science, Innovation and
Technology — the UK government department
responsible for AI policy.

CMA
The Competition and Markets Authority — the
UK regulator responsible for competition law
and market fairness.

Copyright
The exclusive legal right to control the
production and distribution of a particular
work, expression, or invention.

AI Training Data

The data used to teach an AI model to recognise
patterns and generate responses. The legal
status of using copyright-protected material as
training data is currently disputed.

Automated
Vehicles Act 2024

UK legislation permitting certain self-driving
vehicles on British roads.

System Prompt
Instructions given to an AI at the start of a
conversation to define its role, tone, and
behaviour.

Hallucination
When an AI generates content that sounds
plausible but is factually incorrect or invented.

Machine Learning



Term Definition

A technique where AI systems learn patterns
from data rather than being given step-by-step
explicit instructions.

Large Language
Model (LLM)

The type of AI system (like ChatGPT or Claude)
trained on vast amounts of text to generate
human-like language.
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