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Presentation abstract

Higher Education (HE) has yet to fully embrace the potential of artificial intelligence (Al),
likely due to lack of funding, a general reticence to take risks or adopt innovations, limited
empirical research and theoretical groundings, together with an emerging understanding of
the role of such technology in HE (Wheeler, 2019; McGrath et al., 2024). Lack of digital
literacy (such as Al literacy) among educators and students also poses a significant barrier
(Lincoln and Kearney, 2019, cited in Essien et al., 2024; Mah and Grof3, 2024; Tully et al.,
2025). Those who use Al in education may fail to recognise the constructivist and
developmental nature of learning, imposing instead behaviourism-based teaching methods
and an objectivist epistemology (Bates et al., 2020). Research on Al in education is
developing as Al technology evolves (McGrath et al., 2024). There is a tendency to focus
on the negative implications of Al in learning and teaching, but there are calls for greater
consideration of its strengths (Bates et al., 2020). Research tends to favour positivist

paradigms (Budhathoki et al., 2024; Zhao et al., 2024) over understanding students’
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subjective experiences of engaging with Al, which offers importantinsights into its potential

impact in enhancing and hindering learning.

Consequently, a team of researchers from four UK-based HE institutions explored
students’ experiences of using Al in their studies. Following delivery of a learning-
development themed Al workshop, used partly as a recruitment strategy, we used a
qualitative approach that allowed for sensitivity to the social processes in which

experiences are embedded (Creswell, 2009).

Thematic analysis will give rise to themes that capture how students are using Al, possible
barriers to accessing it, and affective dimensions that may hinder/facilitate

engagement. By sharing these themes, we hope to provide a more granular perspective,
unearthing nuanced and authentic insights from students from multiple institutions into how
they are (or are not) using Al. The findings will have implications for how learning
developers can best support the use of Al to enhance learning, while addressing

accessibility, inclusivity, and affective considerations.

Keywords: artificial intelligence; qualitative research; Al literacies.

Community response

This presentation shared initial outcomes from a cross-institutional research project
exploring student engagement with generative Al (GenAl) for learning purposes. Drawing
on qualitative data, the research provided a nuanced picture of students’ perceptions,
behaviours, and ethical considerations in relation to Al tools, challenging dominant
narratives that often frame student use of Al in terms of misconduct or superficial

engagement.

Perhaps reassuringly for many of us, the outcomes of the research suggest that students
are approaching use of GenAl with creativity and caution, and that their use is strategic in
order to support specific aspects of learning, such as summarising lecture content,
generating ideas, and managing procrastination. Interestingly, this might suggest a level of
digital literacy and self-awareness that is often underrepresented in broader discussions

about Al in education. In the research, students expressed a clear sense of ownership
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over their academic work, with many indicating that Al had not necessarily improved the

quality of their coursework but had instead served as a functional tool.

The presentation also addressed the broader pedagogical and ethical implications of
GenAl. It responded directly to themes raised in Mark Carrigan’s keynote, particularly the
importance of co-creating understanding with students around the utility and limitations of
Al. The presenter proposed that the research questions and resulting data could serve as
the foundation for pedagogical resources aimed at supporting learning developers and

educators in navigating the complexities of GenAl use with students.

A particularly important dimension of the session was its call for deeper engagement with
the political economy of Al. The presentation highlighted the need to critically examine the
colonial and imperial characteristics of dominant GenAl models, as well as their significant
environmental impact — issues that are often overlooked in mainstream discourse. This
raises questions about the alignment between institutional commitments to decolonising
curricula and promoting education for sustainable development, and the realities of
engaging with technologies developed and controlled by large corporations whose

practices may conflict with these values.

In discussion, participants placed a strong emphasis on the importance of embedding
critical Al literacy into educational practice. This includes not only technical proficiency but
also the ability to interrogate the ethical, social, and political dimensions of Al. By
foregrounding student voices and promoting collaborative inquiry, the research offers a
valuable framework for institutions seeking to support responsible and reflective

engagement with emerging technologies.
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Figure 1. Key emerging themes.

* Using Al has several benefits:
* Efficiency of Al Tools
* Ease of use

* Provision of clear and easy to understand
explanations

* Help with generating initial ideas for
assignments

* Time saving

Key Themes

(so far)

» Using Al causes students differing levels of
anxiety around:
* Unreliability of the information provided
* The ethics of use
* Leading to over-reliance

Next steps and additional questions

This research makes an important contribution to contesting assumptions about students’
engagementwith Al and calls for further experiential understanding of perceptions and use
to inform development and literacy supportinitiatives for both students and staff.
Structured support and clear guidance on ethical use, as well as on potential limitations of
Al tools, are all impactful measures that can be taken to provide conditions for greater

shared Al literacy within and across institutions.

Authors’ reflection

This collaborative project broughttogetheracademics from four differentinstitutions across
different disciplines, but who all shared an interestin uncovering how students in HE
engage in Al, beyond the assumptions and fears that students use Al unethically. What
this research revealed was that students, although mostly embracing the use of Al due to
its ease of use and efficiency, are very much aware of Al's limitations and most are
concerned with over-relying on Al. A paradox was identified by some students, who
realised that even though Al might appear to save them time, it actually did notin the long

run as they had to check all the information provided by Al to make sure that it was
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accurate. Thus, students are generally aware that they should notblindly trust Al output; in

most cases, they should rather be critical of it.

Acknowledgements

Thank you to all the contributors who shared their reflections and enriched ourinsightinto
this conference presentation and its impact on the audience. Special thanks go to Steve

Rooney from Aston University and Vic Boyd from City of Glasgow College.

The community response was edited by Vic Boyd and Suparna Ghose, who captured the

key themes of the community discussion.

The authors did not use generative Al technologies in the creation of this manuscript.

References

Bates, T., Cobo, C, Marifio, O. and Wheeler, S. (2020) ‘Can artificial intelligence transform
higher education?’, International Journal of Educational Technology in Higher
Education, 17, article number 42, pp.1-12. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.1186/s41239-020-00218-x

Budhathoki, T., Zirar, A., Njoya, E.T. and Timsina, A. (2024) ‘ChatGPT adoption and
anxiety: a cross-country analysis utilising the unified theory of acceptance and use
of technology (UTAUT)', Studies in Higher Education, 49(5), pp.831-846. Available
at: https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2024.2333937

Creswell, J.W. (2009) Research design: qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods

approaches. 3rd edn. London: Sage Publications Ltd.

Essien, A., Bukoye, O.T., O’'Dea, X. and Kremantzis, M. (2024) ‘The influence of Al text
generators on critical thinking skills in UK business schools’, Studies in Higher
Education, 49(5), pp.865-882. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2024.2316881

L% Joumal of Leamning Development in Higher Education, Issue 37: September 2025 5


https://doi.org/10.1186/s41239-020-00218-x
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2024.2333937
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2024.2316881

Stan, Zirar, McKay et al. Unveiling higher education students’ experiences of using Al:
a cross-institutional qualitative study

Mah, D.-K. and Grof3, N. (2024) ‘Artificial intelligence in higher education: exploring faculty
use, self-efficacy, distinct profiles, and professional development needs’,
International Journal of Education Technology in Higher Education, 21, article
number 58, pp.1-17. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1186/s41239-024-00490-1

McGrath, C., Farazouli, A. and Cerratto-Pargman, T. (2024) ‘Generative Al chatbots in
higher education: a review of an emerging research area’, Higher Education, 89,
pp.1533-1549. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-024-01288-w

Tully, S.M., Longoni, C. and Appel, G. (2025) ‘Lower artificial intelligence literacy predicts
greater Al receptivity’, Journal of Marketing, 89(5), pp.1-20. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.1177/00222429251314491

Wheeler, S. (2019) Digital learning in organizations. London: Kogan Page.

Zhao, L., Rahman, Md.H., Yeoh, W., Wang, S. and Ooi, K.-B. (2024) ‘Examining factors
influencing university students’ adoption of generative artificial intelligence: a cross-
country study’, Studies in Higher Education, pp.1-23. Available at:
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2024.2427786

Author details

Ina Stan is a Senior Lecturer at Buckinghamshire New University, leading learning
development at the Uxbridge and Aylesbury campuses. Her specialist area of research
focuses on the students’ learning experiences in higher education, examining equality,
diversity and inclusion issues that students might face, and enabling students’ voices to be

heard and understood to improve teaching practice.

Araz Zirar is a Senior Lecturer in Management at the University of Huddersfield Business
School. One of his research interests is the integration of technology within education,
particularly the use of artificial intelligence to enhance learning and teaching practices. He
investigates how Al-driven tools can personalise learning experiences, improve student

engagement, and support educators in delivering more effective instruction. Araz is also

L% Joumal of Leamning Development in Higher Education, Issue 37: September 2025 6


https://doi.org/10.1186/s41239-024-00490-1
file:///C:/Users/istan01/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/4PEQ2YTW/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-024-01288-w
file:///C:/Users/istan01/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/4PEQ2YTW/
file:///C:/Users/istan01/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/Content.Outlook/4PEQ2YTW/
https://doi.org/10.1177/00222429251314491
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2024.2427786

Stan, Zirar, McKay et al. Unveiling higher education students’ experiences of using Al:
a cross-institutional qualitative study

interested in the wider implications of digital transformation in higher education, including
ethical considerations and the future of pedagogical strategies in an increasingly

technology-driven environment.

Jane McKay is a Senior Lecturerin Learning Development at Glasgow Caledonian
University. She is an Advance HE Senior Fellow, an ALDinHE Certified Lead Practitioner
and Chartered Psychologist. Jane has a PhD in stress, coping and identity and is
passionate about qualitative research, with interests in relational pedagogy and how

individual differences, particularly perfectionism, influence the student experience.

Lina Petrakieva is an Academic Developer specialising in Digital Literacies and Skills in
Glasgow Caledonian University. Her research interests span Computational Linguistics,
Machine Learning, Al, Educational Technology, and Digital Accessibility, with a particular
interest in exploring how people use natural language and intuitive interfaces in human -

computer interaction, and how they adapt to technological change in educational practices.

Tribikram Budhathoki is a Senior Lecturer (Associate Professor) in Marketing and
Communications at Queen Mary University of London, where he also serves as
Programme Director for the BSc (Hons) Marketing and Management. His research
primarily focuses on the adoption of artificial intelligence in education, digitalisation of
SMEs, cross-cultural studies and brand management. He has contributed to high-impact
journals such as Studies in Higher Education, Journal of Business Research, International
Marketing Review, and so forth. His work advances scholarly understanding at the
intersection of technology, marketing, and educational practice within diverse international

contexts.

Pauldy Otermans is a Reader (Education) in Psychology at Brunel University of London
and a female tech leaderin the UK. She is the Director of the Education Hub and
Employability Lead for the Faculty. Her research focuses on a variety of topics in the field
of teaching and learning but mainly focuses on two areas. The firstis using Alin education
which encompasses how Al can be embedded within the curriculum and the development
of Al literacy. The second focuses on authentic assessments which includes staff and
students' perspectives on authentic assessments, and embedding transferable skills

developmentin the curriculum and assessments.

L% Joumal of Leamning Development in Higher Education, Issue 37: September 2025 7



Stan, Zirar, McKay et al. Unveiling higher education students’ experiences of using Al:
a cross-institutional qualitative study

Licence

©2025 The Author(s). This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (CC-BY 4.0), which permits
unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original author
and source are credited. See http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/. Journal of
Learning Developmentin Higher Education (JLDHE) is a peer-reviewed open access
journal published by the Association for Learning Development in Higher Education
(ALDIinHE).

L% Joumal of Leamning Development in Higher Education, Issue 37: September 2025 8



