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A plain-English introduction to AI for beginners: what artificial intelligence is, how machine learning

and deep learning work, how ChatGPT-style models generate text, and how to use AI safely and

keep learning in 30 steps.

Things you will need

•  Curiosity and a willingness to check claims against sources

•  A free account with one AI assistant such as ChatGPT or Copilot

•  A browser and a notebook for your personal AI glossary

•  A few hours for a free beginner course like Elements of AI

•  Optional: basic Python for the hands-on practice steps

•  A habit of verifying important answers against primary sources

Understand what AI is and where it came from

1.  Define artificial intelligence in plain language
Artificial intelligence is the field of building computer systems that do tasks which normally need

human intelligence: recognising images, understanding language, making decisions, and learning

from experience.

2.  Learn the difference between narrow and general AI
Almost all AI today is narrow AI: excellent at one task, useless at others.

3.  Trace a short history of AI
AI began as a named field at a 1956 workshop at Dartmouth, built on earlier ideas like Alan Turing's

question of whether machines can think.

4.  Understand the Turing test and how we judge machines
In 1950 Turing proposed a simple test: if a human chatting with a machine cannot reliably tell it from

another human, the machine counts as intelligent for practical purposes.

5.  See where AI already shows up in daily life
You already use AI dozens of times a day without noticing: spam filters, map routing, photo search,

recommendation feeds, voice assistants, and bank fraud detection are all narrow AI.

6.  Separate AI myths from reality
Two myths dominate: that AI is either about to become a conscious supermind, or that it is nothing

but a parrot.

Learn how machines actually learn

7.  Understand machine learning as learning from data
Machine learning is the engine of modern AI: instead of writing rules, you show the system many

examples and let it adjust itself until its predictions improve.

8.  Distinguish supervised, unsupervised, and reinforcement learning
There are three main learning styles.
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9.  Understand what a neural network is
A neural network is a computing structure loosely inspired by the brain: layers of simple units, each

connection carrying a weight that is adjusted during learning.

10.  See why deep learning changed everything
Deep learning is simply neural networks with many layers, and it took off around 2012 when three

things arrived together: huge datasets, fast GPUs, and better training tricks.

11.  Learn what training data and features are
A model is only as good as its training data.

12.  Understand overfitting and why models fail
Overfitting is when a model memorises its training examples instead of learning the general pattern,

so it aces the practice test and fails the real one.

Understand generative AI and large language models

13.  Understand what generative AI creates
Generative AI is the branch that produces new content, text, images, audio, code, rather than only

classifying existing data.

14.  Learn how large language models predict text
A large language model is trained on enormous amounts of text to do one thing: predict the next

piece of a sentence.

15.  Understand tokens and context windows
Models read text in chunks called tokens, roughly word-pieces, and they can only consider a limited

amount at once, the context window.

16.  Learn what prompts are and why wording matters
A prompt is the instruction you give a model, and because the model continues from whatever you

write, the wording steers the result dramatically.

17.  Understand hallucinations and why AI confabulates
A hallucination is when a model states something false with total confidence, because it generates

what sounds right rather than what is verified.

18.  Meet the major AI assistants
The consumer face of large language models is the assistant: ChatGPT, Microsoft Copilot, Google

Gemini, and Anthropic's Claude are the best known, each wrapping a model in a chat interface with

its own strengths and free tiers.

Use AI safely and critically in everyday life

19.  Try your first AI assistant hands-on
The best way to learn is to use one.

20.  Write better prompts with role, task, and format
Upgrade your prompts by stating three things: the role the model should play, the task to do, and the

format of the answer.

21.  Verify AI answers against real sources
Because models hallucinate, treat every important answer as a claim to check, not a fact to trust.

Howcompass  ·  Page 2 of 3



22.  Protect your privacy and data when using AI
Anything you type into a cloud assistant may be stored or used to improve the service, so never

paste passwords, private documents, or other people's personal data into a free chatbot.

23.  Understand bias and fairness in AI
Models inherit the biases present in their training data, so they can reproduce stereotypes about

gender, race, or language even when no one intended it.

24.  Know the limits: when not to trust AI
Do not rely on AI for high-stakes decisions without expert review: medical, legal, financial, or

safety-critical advice can be confidently wrong.

Build a learning path and keep going

25.  Pick a free beginner course
Structured learning beats scattered videos.

26.  Learn the math and coding basics you actually need
You do not need a maths degree to understand AI, but a little linear algebra, probability, and Python

makes the ideas concrete.

27.  Practice with hands-on tools
Understanding solidifies when you build.

28.  Follow reliable sources to stay current
AI moves fast, so curate a few trustworthy sources rather than chasing every headline.

29.  Join a community and build a small project
Learning accelerates with other people.

30.  Decide your next step: user, builder, or specialist
You now have a real mental model of AI, so choose a direction.
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