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Perplexity.ai .
as a Research Assistant perplexrty

in Language Classrooms

A familiar research story
Many teachers know this situation well.

Your course requires students to write an academic paper on an unfamiliar topic. However,
many of your students have limited world knowledge, little confidence, and only a vague
idea of what research really means. They open Google, type a few key words, and wait.

The search results appear in seconds, but the experience is anything but simple. Blogs,
adverts, news articles, random websites, complicated academic papers, and long opinion
pieces all compete for attention. Nothing is clearly organised. Nothing tells the student
where to begin.

Maybe the student clicks Wikipedia. The page looks endless, the language feels heavy, and
the structure is hard to follow. From there, the student might try an online encyclopaedia
like Britannica, but it is not much better. After a few minutes, the student is more confused
than before and starts to disengage.

At this point, the student is getting frustrated, and is greatly tempted to just skip the
research stage altogether. They think, instead of reading, thinking, and deciding what
matters, it is much easier to ask a generative Al chatbot to write the paper for them. The
early stages of research, developing background knowledge, asking questions, and
evaluating sources, disappear completely.

For many teachers, the temptation is to ban Al. While a complete ban on generative Al
would seemingly ensure academic integrity, it is unreasonable to expect students will adhere
to a strict ban. Al is ubiquitous and its integration into all aspects of content creation will
only increase in the coming years. While it is important that we develop our students’
academic research skills, we also must acknowledge the reality of the environment where
they will be producing research when they leave our classrooms. To prepare them for this
future, we need to help students learn to use Al as part of the research process, not as a way
to skip it. This is where Perplexity.ai can play a role.


https://www.perplexity.ai/
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What is Perplexity.ai?

Perplexity.ai sits somewhere between a search engine like Google and an Al chatbot like
ChatGPT. It looks and feels conversational. You type a question in ordinary language and the
tool produces a short, readable answer.

However, Perplexity does something important that many chatbots do not do. It shows
where the information comes from. Every claim is linked to one or more sources. Students
can click through and see the original article, research paper, or website. They can also
continue the conversation, refine their question, choose a suggested follow-up question, and
explore further. The reiterative nature of Perplexity encourages further exploration and
engagement in a way that a simple internet search does not.

In simple terms, Perplexity combines the ease of conversation with the rigour of visible
citations. Students do not simply receive a mysterious Al answer. Instead, they can see the
path from summary to source.

Perplexity also allows users to adjust where the information comes from. Searches can focus
on academic results, the wider internet, or more informal spaces such as social media. This
flexibility means that students can begin with a wide range of sources, and then narrow
down their information as their knowledge and understanding increases. It also helps
students notice differences between kinds of sources, audiences, and purposes. Instead of
pushing students directly into technical academic texts, Perplexity helps to scaffold their
learning step by step.

Our teaching context

We teach university English for Academic and Specific Purposes courses, where students are
expected to research, read widely, and use academic sources to produce original writing.
However, most of our students are in their first year of university. Similar to students in
secondary classrooms, they may have never been asked to do any form of research. They
have limited experience finding sources, evaluating sources, and, often, their language level
makes it difficult for them to comprehend sources.

Since our students are developing research skills, our focus is on the whole research process.
Our courses offer instruction and support for students at every stage, from developing a
topic, writing research questions, discovering reliable sources, analysing those sources, and
integrating them into an academic paper. In this context, it is vital our students develop the
necessary skills for every step of the research process, especially the difficult beginning
stages, so they can be successful as they continue their academic studies.
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Perplexity is one way to support those early moments, making the research process visible
and manageable while keeping teacher guidance at the centre.

Using Perplexity with students

As with any new tool, it is important to present it to students in a structured manner so they
learn how to use it effectively, efficiently, and ethically. When we introduce Perplexity to
students, we begin with a guided, shared experience. We do not simply tell students, “Go try
it.” Instead, we walk them through the process together.

We start with one common question for everyone to explore. For example, we might ask
how phone use affects students’ sleep. Before querying Perplexity, students discuss what
they already believe, share experiences, and consider possible explanations to activate their
prior knowledge and encourage interest in the topic. Then we model opening Perplexity, and
asking the question, “How does phone use affect student sleep?” As a class, we analyzs the
summarized answer, highlight any points that were discussed previously, and emphasize that
every point is supported by a source. We open a few of the sources to check the veracity of
the Al answer compared with the original source. We also talk about which sources look
trustworthy, what remains unclear, and which questions naturally follow.

From this shared starting point, in small groups, students choose different follow-up
qguestions. They refine their questions, adjust wording, and compare the results they receive.
Importantly, they also open at least one original source and skim it to understand how it
connects to the summary.

Finally, students move to their own topics, and begin forming their own research questions.
By the time they reach this point, Perplexity is no longer a shortcut. It has become part of a
structured, ethical process that slows students down, encourages curiosity, and reinforces
reading.

Ethical use and responsible framing

We believe the way Perplexity is framed makes all the difference. In our classes, we describe
it clearly as a research assistant, not a writer and not an expert. It is there to support
thinking, not to replace it.

Students are encouraged to use Perplexity to build background knowledge, identify reliable
sources, and develop further areas for research. However, we also make it clear that this is
only the beginning. As students move deeper into their research, they should increasingly
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engage with the original sources and show evidence that they have read and understood
them.

To ensure students are in charge of the research process, we invite students to explain
where ideas came from, how they selected sources, and what changed in their thinking.
Students are required to annotate their sources, make notes from their sources, and
describe every step of their process. These practices help students understand that Al-
generated text is not their final work. Their learning happens in their reading, analysing, and
reflecting.

When positioned carefully, Perplexity becomes a support for academic integrity rather than
a threat to it.

Other uses of Perplexity

Although we focus mainly on research skills, we have also found Perplexity helpful in many
other areas. For example, it can be useful whenever a new topic is introduced in class.
Modelling using Perplexity to develop background knowledge with students in the classroom
is a good method for encouraging ethical Al use.

For instructors of content-based language classes, where subject matter may be unfamiliar,
Perplexity can also help teachers to build their own knowledge-base and understanding
before going into the classroom. A short Perplexity overview can help teachers orient
themselves before preparing lessons.

Perplexity can also support teachers’ own professional research, offering starting points,
relevant references, and basic explanations before deeper reading. In this way, it is not only
for students. It can assist researchers and educators at many levels, streamlining the
research process for busy professionals.

Final reflections

Perplexity.ai does not solve every challenge in research-based teaching. It sometimes
simplifies ideas too much. It occasionally highlights sources of uneven quality. And without
guidance, students may still be tempted to rely on summaries instead of reading.

However, when used thoughtfully, Perplexity provides a meaningful middle path. It allows Al
to enter the classroom ethically, transparently, and with teacher control. It helps students
learn how to start, how to question, and how to notice the relationship between ideas and
evidence.
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In a world where students can very easily ask Al to produce entire research papers for them,
tools like Perplexity may help shift attention back to the process of learning itself. With
careful scaffolding, it becomes not a replacement for research, but a companion that
supports responsible and confident academic practice.

Reviewed by

Judy Wren

Assistant Lecturer

Sultan Qaboos University
Muscat, Oman

and

Jennifer McCoy
Assistant Lecturer

Qatar University

Doha, Qatar
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If you have ever attended a talk by Chris Roland, you will immediately recognise his style. It
is a style worth trademarking lest the rest of us imitate it. There is a levity and joy
underscored throughout by humility, serious thought and earnest intention. His style has
been very successfully transferred to the prose in his latest book, and this makes it an
absolute joy to read. Roland’s voice comes alive in my head, and | can imagine him bouncing
around my mental stage holding a rubber chicken (as he did in his plenary at ACEIA last
November), and effortlessly holding my attention.

Taking Your Language Teaching of Teenagers to the Next Level opens with Roland explaining
his reasons for having contributed ‘another book on teaching teens’ (p. 1). Among the four

reasons he states, two stand out to me. First, that he witnesses ‘suffering’ on the parts of
both teens and teachers, and that suffering 'can be fixed’ (p. 1). As a teacher who works —
with relative success — in a secondary school context, | know what he means. This links to
the second of the four points that | wish to highlight here: Roland contends that there is not
‘enough discussion about what it is like to be a teacher of teenagers’ (p. 1). Again, | could
not agree more. For me, the experience of teaching teenagers is endlessly fascinating,
always somewhat challenging and often quite entertaining. Teenagers are young people
figuring themselves and their environments out. | am sure we can all recall the difficulties of
that experience ourselves, and now we teachers of teenagers have the privilege of being
one of the adults with whom they interact with regularity. If this privilege feels more like a
burden to you, | thoroughly recommend that you read Roland’s book as there is a lot here
that will help lighten the load.


https://pavpub.com/pavilion-elt/taking-your-language-teaching-of-teenagers-to-the-next-level
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One of the strengths of the book, which is also often on display when you hear Roland
presenting live, is his use of imaginative analogies. You might be unlikely to predict a
comparison with the Tour de France, when he discusses catering to the needs of the
stronger learners and those for whom more support is needed. Yet, it is there on page 31,
and clearly illustrates the advice he suggests. Likewise, his personal anecdotes strengthen
the writer-reader connection making us feel that we really know the person who is giving
advice: after all, we are more likely to trust someone we know. Roland uses the example of
his failure to complete a mountain marathon to illustrate his explanation of how we
remember words. In his case, the word for ‘cramps’ in both Castilian and Catalan is ‘indelibly
etched’ into his memory (p. 32). He uses this entertaining diversion to lead the reader into
an understanding of the theory behind learning vocabulary and, subsequently, his
suggestions for classroom activities that can support our students in acquiring vocabulary
securely.

Additionally, when a visual might be a useful aid to understanding, one always appears. In
some cases, this takes the form of an annotated seating plan, for example, when suggesting
how we can avoid students cheating on exams. Other times, we find the slide Roland uses in
class with his students. Visuals are not always appropriate, so sometimes an illustrative
dialogue appears. The notion of teacher scripts is one where you have planned a framework
for how to respond to a given situation. Thinking through, ahead of time, roughly what you
will say in response to your students doing — or not doing — something, is hugely
beneficial. Here, Roland provides useful models, such as that for discussing behaviour at the
start of the year (p. 68), that can help the reader think about their own scripts and when
they might want to have one ready.

Roland’s suggestions and advice come directly from the classroom, straight from his own
practice. The anecdotes, with names changed to protect the guilty and innocent alike, are
recognisable and relatable. Thus, when he describes how he talks to his students about the
issue of behaviour at the start of the year, it not only feels realistic, but also provides the
basis for a script that you can use yourself. The real strength on display here, however, is his
conceptual approach. In my experience, and this is anecdotal, teachers struggle with
teenagers for a few reasons, but often it is as a result of not treating them as what they are:
young people. Roland’s approach, here, acknowledges them as young people by explaining
what he needs from them, the rational reasons behind those needs, and the logical
consequences that result from these needs not being met.
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Having suggested that Roland’s ideas are all practice-based, it is necessary to clarify that
throughout the text Roland refers to the theory and academic research that his ideas are
based on. Thus, Roland provides a useful, readable and entertaining bridge between the
dense prose of academic literature and your own classroom. However, systematic citation
with clear references at the end means that interested readers are able to go further and
explore the original research themselves.

Throughout the text we find ‘mid-chapter suggestions’ in boxes labelled ‘Challenge’ (p. 1).
These are moments where you can interact with the ideas he presents, and also consider
your own thoughts. The first one, for example, occurs as early as page 1, and asks the reader
for what reason(s) they started reading the book. Mine, of course, read: ‘I have promised
Michele a review by mid-March and Pavilion are also expecting a review in exchange for a
review copy’. | would recommend that readers take one of the branded notebooks that
appear in conference tote bags, and use it to keep a reading journal, responding to Roland’s
challenges, but also noting down suggestions that you want to try in class. Each chapter
ends with a useful ‘Key points’ bulleted summary section and suggestions for ‘Things to
think about’ and ‘Things to try’ which could also be used to inspire reflection in your journal.

For Roland (and for me) teaching teens is something that can and should be enjoyable. If
your teen lessons are not the highlight of your week, his newest book is one that you would
benefit from reading. There is a lot packed into the pages, and | suspect that it would be
overwhelming to try to assimilate it all at once. Rather, perhaps read the introduction, and
then work your way through the chapters trying things out as you go along. Alternatively,
maybe Taking Your Lanquage Teaching of Teenagers to the Next Level would be good to

read in the third term, reflect on the current academic year, and then get ready for
September.

Reviewed by
Chris Richards
Teacher of English
The British School
Madrid, Spain
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Great Little People is an innovative method designed for young English language learners aged one to
six. It focuses primarily on building early English language fluency, and is designed to be a holistic,
play-based approach fostering confidence and enthusiasm for the English language. The lessons
provide a typical framework of welcome routines, vocabulary presentation, guided practice,
storytelling, and a calm closing ritual. This structure is designed to provide emotional security as well
as develop transferable skills such as language acquisition, creativity, and social-emotional
development.

The goal of the method is clear, learn while playing, and is attained with the use of varied and
plentiful materials. The author believes that English is acquired best through emotional and sensory
experience, direct manipulation as well as through play. The system is structured into engaging
themed ‘corners’, and uses both physical and digital resources such as apps and interactive activities.
The program also provides teacher support, and encourages family involvement to achieve a 360-
degree model of learning, connecting teachers, students and families alike in a continued learning
cycle.

My pre-school Teaching Context

Pre-school English classes vary widely with regard to learner age and class duration. | teach at a
private school which incorporates three pre-school levels: learners aged three to five. Learners later
move on to primary, secondary and ‘Bachillerato’.

My pre-school classes last 45 minutes, and take place five days a week. Class size is the same for all
three levels: 18-20 learners. | currently have one group of 3-year-olds, two groups of 4-year-olds, and
two groups of 5-year-olds. Each group has class in a different classroom.

The Great Little People 'Reading’ Corner

The ‘corners’ in Great Little People consist of an ‘Active Corner’, a ‘Creative Corner’, a ‘Reading
Corner’, and a ‘Home Corner’. This multi-cornered approach ensures a varied and engaging way of
learning, appealing to different learning preferences all while maintaining the learner’s attention. In
this review, | will only refer to the ‘Reading Corner’.

10
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The ‘Reading Corner’ includes storybooks which are small, short, (14 pages), colorful board books
that develop themes such as friendship, teamwork and self-discovery, common topics in many early
learning methods. Each book is designed to introduce age-appropriate English vocabulary and the
simple sentence structures typically used in stories designed for English language young learners. The
stories contain illustrations representing a theme or target vocabulary designed to help learners
connect words to images fostering comprehension and retention.

Peek-a-Boo for learners aged 1-2 introduces the characters, Halloween, several prepositions, shapes,
and multiple colours. The target vocabulary is clarified at the end of the story when learners do a
matching activity: for example, match the colour with the character. This seems an overwhelming
amount of information in such a short story, especially for this target level. It would, however, be
appropriate for my 3-year-old learners, and could be taught in a week.

It’s Pet Day at School is level 5.0, and aimed at 5-yearolds. The target vocabulary includes verbs
pertaining to classroom activities — cut, stick, draw, write —useful verbs often presented to this age
group. Sentences alternate first and third person: I draw a map. The parrot draws a map. The
language seems too linguistically simple for my 5-year-olds, but it would be appropriate for my 3-
year-olds. Although the storylines did not especially engage my learners, the repetitive and
grammatically interesting use of the verbs is educationally valuable.

Regarding the appearance of the books, drawings predominate in the stories, photos in the colour
dictionary: a drawing of a bird, and a photo of a bird. This combination has begun to appear in
primary materials, so this trend may be beginning in pre-school materials. In general, though, | found
the physical portrayal of the characters as well as the colours within the storybooks muted.

A variety of resources

Accompanying the storybooks are magnetic tools and a magnetic board. The magnetic board,
approximately three feet across, is described as a standout feature designed to offer a hands-on
approach to learning. Each storybook contains a set of magnetic characters, objects, and
backgrounds. These materials are used by the learners to recreate scenes from the story or to invent
their own narratives. Interactive tools have the potential to encourage creativity and fine motor skill
development, as well as engage the learners in the task. They could be useful to stimulate play and
gauge story comprehension. They may be better suited for smaller class sizes than mine, for example,
four or five learners, especially considering the goal of vocabulary practice and attention to sentence
construction. The magnetic board is engaging, and could be hung on the wall, but it can be
cumbersome if you move from one classroom to another. Careful teacher supervision is required to
keep track of the parts, so this resource might be more appropriate for 5-year-olds. These older
learners could order the pieces to show the sequence of the story: a task typically done with
flashcards. Learners could also sequence numbers.

11
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Several plush characters, or cuddly toys, are included in the method. The toys are nice in size for
classroom use, and can be seen well. They are soft, stuffed and squooshy: good for working with
textures and sensory materials. There is nothing to take off or manipulate, an advantage in a large
class so learners cannot take parts off and chew them. Although it is hard to pretend the characters
are talking, the toys can be used as props for presenting the characters, talking about their colours,
and describing them. For example, some have ears or big feet. My 3-year- olds liked them, and found
them entertaining. Perhaps in puppet form, they would be more appealing, especially with hands-on
activities.

Digital materials including interactive animations, audio narration and games are available to provide
active reinforcement of vocabulary and language structures. The audio that accompanies the
storybooks certainly enhances them. The narrator’s voice is pleasant and very suitable for this age
group. The stories rely on repetitive phrases and structures, so just by listening to them being read,
the students are likely to participate in the actions called for, such as pointing, guess, and call-and-
response interaction.

The material also includes online games embedded within the stories. They are accessible simply
clicking on the icons. Nowadays, online games are especially appealing to students of any age. These
digital materials certainly filled the gaps that | encountered while using just the storybooks in class.

Conclusion

Teaching young learners in today’s educational environment requires not only captivating the
students' attention, but maintaining it as well, which can be especially challenging at the pre-school
level. In my opinion, Great Little People storybooks are a suitable resource for young learners. They
present many strengths relevant to English language learning, offering a combination of interactive
play, storytelling, and creativity. The storybooks, toys, magnets and magnetic board provide a
foundation for language acquisition and social-emotional development without overwhelming the
teacher with tools. For this reason, Great Little People storybooks seem especially appropriate for
introductory classes and teachers beginning to work with young learners.

Reviewed by

Nicole Austrins
Preschool teacher
Centro Docente Maria
Sevilla, Spain

12



