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Al Math Breakthrough Raises a Workplace

Question

A disputed OpenAl claim shows how technical jobs may depend on both powerful tools

and clear credit for human work.

A laptop and handwritten math pages sit on a worktable, suggesting Al-assisted problem solving.

O penAl announced that its Al agents had
solved one of the world’s most important un-
solved math problems, and the announcement im-
mediately turned into a dispute over credit, ac-
cording to reporting by MIT Technology Review.
The company said its systems solved the
Navier-Stokes existence and smoothness problem,
one of the Millennium Prize Problems selected by
the Clay Mathematics Institute in 2000. A Millenni-
um Prize Problem is a famously difficult math chal-
lenge with a one million dollar prize for a correct
solution. OpenAl said it does not plan to claim the
prize.

The math itself matters because the Navier-Stokes
equations describe how fluids, including air and
water, move over time. That field is called fluid dy-
namics, and it shows up in engineering work such
as modeling airflow, water flow, pressure, turbu-
lence, and motion. The unresolved question was
whether the equations always behave properly or
whether, under some conditions, they could break
down and predict something physically impossible,
such as infinite velocity. A proof, in mathematics, is
not a test run or a good estimate; it is a logical ar-
gument that is supposed to show that a claim must
be true.

The workplace issue is bigger than one equation.
MIT Technology Review reports that NYU mathe-
matician Tristan Buckmaster and Anthropic em-
ployee Levent Alpoge had worked on a related ver-
sion of the problem for almost a year, using pub-
licly available Al models from OpenAl and Anthrop-
ic. On Monday, Buckmaster posted a proof about a
simplified version of the equations. OpenAl then
presented a proof about the full equations, pro-
duced with an internal model. An internal model is
an Al system a company uses inside its own opera-
tion and has not released for the public to use.

Buckmaster accused OpenAl of using his and
Alpbge’s work as a starting point without properly
crediting them. OpenAl denied that its employees
or agents accessed their transcripts. An Al agent is
software that uses an Al model to plan steps, use
tools, and carry out tasks with less direct human
instruction than a normal chatbot. The key fact is
that it remains uncertain whether OpenAl’s sys-
tems made use of Buckmaster and Alpdge’s work.
That uncertainty is exactly why the story matters
for technical workplaces.

In many trades and technical careers, the job is no
longer only about doing the task by hand. It is also
about setting up the workflow, choosing the right
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tool, checking the output, and documenting what
happened. In this story, the tool is an advanced Al
system working on math. In other workplaces, the
tool might be computer-aided design software, a
diagnostic scanner, a robotic welder, a CNC ma-
chine, a building information model, or an automat-
ed quality-control system. The common issue is
provenance, which means the record of where in-
formation, ideas, files, and decisions came from.

If a company cannot show provenance, it becomes
harder to answer basic jobsite questions: Who did
the work? What source material was used? Which
tool produced which result? Who checked it? Was
someone else’s work copied, built on, or indepen-
dently recreated? In the OpenAl case, the argu-
ment is about authorship, which means who should
be named as having contributed to a piece of re-
search. In a construction, manufacturing, health
tech, or IT setting, similar questions can affect lia-
bility, licensing, inspection records, warranty
claims, and trust between teams.

The story also shows a possible shift in hiring. MIT
Technology Review argues that Al models may now
be essential for progress on some of the hardest
math problems, and that only a few frontier Al
companies may have the computing resources to
run the strongest systems. Frontier Al means the
most advanced Al being built by the best-funded
labs. If that becomes normal, technical workers
may need two kinds of skill at once: deep subject
knowledge and the ability to operate, question, and
verify Al-assisted work.

That does not mean the human expert disappears.
The article points to a skill mathematicians call re-

Written from reporting by MIT Technology Review.

search taste, meaning the ability to choose promis-
ing questions and useful approaches instead of
wasting time on dead ends. Buckmaster and
Alpbge used an approach connected to earlier
work by Diego Cérdoba and Luis Martinez-Zoroa,
and a Brown University mathematics professor told
MIT Technology Review that this approach was one
of several considered promising. Even if an Al sys-
tem can push through a difficult technical task, hu-
mans may still shape the problem, pick the
method, judge whether the answer is meaningful,
and decide what counts as enough evidence.

For a future employee, the practical lesson is that
“good with Al” cannot just mean typing prompts
quickly. It may mean keeping an audit trail, which is
a record of access, changes, decisions, and out-
puts. It may mean knowing when a result looks im-
pressive but has not been verified. Verification
means checking whether the work is actually cor-
rect, not just polished or convincing. It may also
mean understanding the rules of a workplace:
when to cite a source, when to ask permission,
when to keep client data out of a tool, and when to
bring in a supervisor or subject-matter expert.

The OpenAl controversy is not settled. The proof
still sits inside the normal world of mathematical
review, where experts must examine whether the
argument works. The dispute over credit also de-
pends on facts that are not fully public, including
what the company’s agents could access and what
records exist. What is already clear is that Al is not
only changing what technical workers can produce.
It is changing the paperwork, verification, team-
work, and trust needed to stand behind the work.
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THINK IT THROUGH

1. If only a few companies have the computing power to solve major technical problems, what could
be gained and what could be lost compared with a more open academic or industry workflow?

A strong answer: A strong answer should weigh speed, resources, secrecy, access, peer review, and the risk that
credit or control shifts toward large organizations.

2. In an Al-assisted workplace, should the person who chooses the right problem and method get as
much credit as the system or team that finishes the task? Defend a standard for assigning credit.

A strong answer: A strong answer should engage with authorship, research taste, tool use, documentation, and the
difference between inspiration and copying.

3. What hiring skills would you prioritize for a technical job where Al tools are powerful but not fully
trustworthy?

A strong answer: A strong answer should connect technical competence with verification, audit trails, ethical
judgment, communication, and tool-specific training.
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1 2
3 4
5
6
7
8
9
10
ACROSS DOWN
3  Systematic inquiry to answer a question 1 Ordered sequence of steps for
or gain knowledge completing a task
7 Chaotic swirling motion in air or water 2 Origin trail for information, ideas, files, or
Legal duty to cover harm, errors, or decisions
costs 4  Contributor credit for a piece of work
10 Study of forces, motion, and changing Official permission to use protected
fluid behavior software or materials
6 Math statements declaring two
expressions equal
8 Facts that help establish a claim as true
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ACROSS DOWN
3 Systematic inquiry to answer a question 1 Ordered sequence of steps for
or gain knowledge completing a task
Chaotic swirling motion in air or water 2 Origin trail for information, ideas, files, or
Legal duty to cover harm, errors, or decisions
costs 4  Contributor credit for a piece of work
10 Study of forces, motion, and changing 5 Official permission to use protected
fluid behavior software or materials
6 Math statements declaring two
expressions equal
8 Facts that help establish a claim as true
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Where this came from

This article was written for 3andB from the reporting below. It is not a reprint — the
wording is ours and the facts are theirs.

MIT Technology Review

“What OpenAl’s latest controversy tells us about the future of math”

Published Wednesday, September 9, 2026
Read by us on Wednesday, September 9, 2026

https://www.technologyreview.com/2026/09/08/1143747/what-openais-latest-controversy-tells-us-about-the-future-of-math/

WHAT IS IN THIS PACKET

The article with a note on each question, a word search, a crossword, and the answer key
to both.

COPYING AND REUSE

Free to print, copy and hand out for classroom use. Please keep this page with the packet,
so the next teacher can see where the story came from.

More where this came from

If this short lesson worked for your class, our full workbooks go further with the same
care:

= Complete units with student and teacher editions
= Worked solutions for every exercise
= Standards-aligned, classroom-tested, print-ready

See the full lessons at 3andB.com

© 2026 3andB Inc.
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