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Abstract
The past few years have witnessed the rapid emergence of generative artificial intelligence (AI) tools which have significantly reshaped the academic writing processes in higher education. There has been an increasing tendency among the undergraduates to utilise AI-powered platforms to support multiple stages of academic writing, including brainstorming, initial drafting and revision processes. This study is aimed to explore how university students describe their experiences of employing AI-driven tools in their academic writing works and their attitudes towards AI’s position in reconstructing their writing practices. Adopting a qualitative research design, this study relied on semi-structured interviews conducted with first-year students at HUFLIT who frequently integrate AI tools in their academic writing tasks. The collected data underwent thematic analysis to identify recurring patterns that reflect their experiences and interpretation for their engagement with AI in writing skills. The findings reveal that the participants perceived AI as a form of cognitive scaffolding which supported idea generation, language refinement and structural organisation throughout their academic writing tasks. Concurrently, the students expressed concerns about the over-reliance on AI tools, the difficulties in identifying authorship and the academic integrity. Lastly, the results suggest that students had mixed views of AI’s impacts on their future writing development while attempting to balance between efficiency brought by AI and their true skill development. This study expects to contribute profound understanding of responsible AI integration and relevant pedagogical approaches to academic writing skills in the era of generative AI.
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1. Introduction
The widespread expansion of generative AI tools, such as ChatGPT, has substantially transformed academic writing practices in higher education, influencing the way learners brainstorm ideas, organise texts and refine their language (Zhao et al., 2024). Recent studies on generative AI highlight its increasing integration into student academic wiring class, suggesting that these technologies are not only used for surface-level editing, but also function as cognitive assistance in more complex writing processes (Sanz-Tejeda et al., 2026). Besides, syntheses of research in AI-integrated writing suggest that students employed these tools to enhance coherence, lexical quality and textual organisation; at the same time, these researchers also identified a number of potential drawbacks, including growing dependence, ethical concerns and deterioration in metacognitive development (Chanpradit, 2025; Sanz-Tejeda et al., 2026). 
In addition to the reported efficiency in improving writing performance, students also hold varied views towards AI tools. Particularly, qualitative studies exploring students’ perspectives on AI tools indicate that AI is expected to function diverse pedagogical roles, from a drafting assistant to a virtual tutor facilitating different phases of the writing process (Kim et al., 2025). Such findings strengthen AI’s potential in supporting students’ writing activities while also revealing its challenges in applying AI academic tasks in general. Although a growing literature of research has explored students’ patterns of AI usage and their general perceptions of these technologies, many of these current studies are largely constructed on survey-based and quantitative methodologies, thereby paying little attention to the depth and complexity of students’ lived experiences with AI integration in their academic writing phases. Besides, this limitation in methodologies also resulted in limited insight into students’ interpretation of AI’s role in shaping their academic writing skills, particularly in Vietnam where national policies have increasingly emphasised the importance of transforming English education from a traditionally foreign-language system into a second-language oriented framework. 
Furthermore, most existing studies are situated within general higher education or non-EFL environments, resulting in a significant research gap in understanding about how learners in EFL university context use AI and interpret its role in academic writing. To address this gap, this study adopts a qualitative interview design with university students at the Ho Chi Minh City University of Foreign Languages and Information Technology (HUFLIT) to answer two research questions: 
1.	How do university students at HUFLIT describe their experiences of using AI tools in academic writing?
2.	How do university students at HUFLIT make sense of the role of AI tools in shaping their academic writing practices?
By focusing on students’ perspectives in a Vietnamese EFL university context, this research aims to deepen understanding of AI-mediated academic writing activities and offer pedagogical approaches that balance technological benefits and ethical considerations in EFL higher education.
2. Literature Review
2.1. AI as Cognitive and Linguistic Scaffolding in Academic Writing
The increasing growth of generative AI tools has substantially transformed academic writing practice within higher education institutions. In particular, recent studies argue that AI-based platforms, such as ChaGPT, operate not merely as editing tools, but as cognitive assistance that facilitates idea generation, organisation, drafting and iterative revision (Kasneci et al., 2023; Kshetri et al., 2023; Zhai, 2022). Unlike earlier grammar-check softwares, generative AI tools are capable of generating extended and coherent responses, which allows learners to interactively engage in the drafting and language refinement processes (Rudolph et al., 2023). As a result, these tools are widely recognised as forms of technological scaffolding that mediate cognitive processes during complex writing tasks (Farrokhnia et al., 2024).
In fact, the writing process includes several repeated phases, such as idea planning, composing and draft reviewing (Flower & Hayes, 1981). Generative AI tools can be employed to facilitate these stages by providing prompts, suggesting structures and improving sentence formulation (Yan, 2023; Wang et al., 2024). Such support is consistent with earlier studies on the digital writing environment, which suggest that technology can influence not only the textual output produced by writers but also the cognitive strategies writers employ when composing (Warschauer, 2010). Therefore, AI-assisted writing can be seen as a higher stage of computer-mediated composition, where technology supports both language correction and complex idea development. 
The scaffolding function above may be especially important in EFL contexts, where the act of writing in a foreign language demands greater cognitive load due to restricted lexical resources, grammatical uncertainty and unfamiliar disciplinary norms (Hyland, 2019). Within such settings, AI-generated feedback can reduce linguistic burden and support the development of fluency in writing (Alhusaiyan, 2025; Jacob et al., 2025). Moreover, a recent empirical study  show that students perceive AI as an integrated writing partner, rather than a tool offering only surface support such as idea generation, organization and iterative revision (Kim et al., 2024; Woo et al., 2026). While Kasneci et al. (2023) emphasise the pedagogical benefit of large language models in fostering learner autonomy, Kshetri et al. (2023) indicate that the effective impact of AI on the learning process depends on how students integrate these tools into their writing practices. In summary, these studies suggest that AI has the capacity to improve both academic writing performance and cognitive development throughout the whole writing process itself. However, to capture the nature of this transformation, it is a must to explore how students describe their experiences with AI and interpret its role in enhancing writing competence. 
2.2. Students’ Conflicting Feelings about Using AI in Writing
Despite the widespread adoption of these AI tools, students’ perceptions of their roles are often complex and sometimes ambivalent. In particular, a number of empirical studies report that many learners view generative AI as beneficial tools that improve clarity, lexical diversity and structural coherence (Baidoo-Anu & Ansah, 2023; Chan & Hu, 2023). Specifically, learners commonly explain they use AI to overcome writer’s block, outline structures and paraphrase ideas, especially in ESL or EFL contexts. From this perspective, AI is frequently conceptualised as a supportive assistant that enhances writing efficiency and learner confidence. 
Simultaneously, current research has raised concerns regarding over-reliance, academic integrity and authenticity of ownership (Cotton et al., 2023; Baidoo-Anu & Ansah, 2023). In particular, Cotton et al. (2023) argue that the extended accessibility of generative AI tools disrupts the traditional understanding of originality, and thereby creating challenges for educational organisations to maintain academic integrity. Consistent with the aforementioned studies, Chan and Hu (2023) also report that students appreciate the benefits of AI yet remain uncertain about its ethical limits. Similarly, within EFL settings, students indicate that ChatGPT – a common AI-based tool – contributes to improved writing performance, reduced anxiety and greater confidence; however, they also express concerns about excessive dependence and ownership (Teng, 2024; Alsofyani & Barzanji, 2025). This implies that students do not use AI in a simple and practical way. In other words, students question whether AI supports their learning or threatens the originality of their writing. Such complicated perceptions highlight the need to understand how learners interpret the adoption of these mediating technologies in their writing practices, rather than simply focusing merely on how frequently they use these tools.
2.3. Shifting the Focus from Outcomes to Student Perspectives
Although the interest in AI-assisted writing practice is increasingly growing, most previous studies concentrate on student performance, institutional policies and university reactions, rather than students’ personal experience. A number of investigations address the potential transformation that educational systems may undergo and suggest future strategies in the era of generative AI (Kshetri et al., 2023; Kasneci et al., 2023). In the meantime, others concentrate on academic integrity and regulation (Cotton et al., 2023). While these contributions are valuable to understand policies and institutional settings, they pay less attention to how learners actually experience and integrate AI in their writing practices.
A number of survey-based research seem useful when identifying students’ general attitudes towards AI-mediated writing processes (Baidoo-Anu & Ansah, 2023; Chan & Hu, 2023). However, these quantitative-designed studies often view these attitudes as numbers and fixed variables, rather than as emotions and experiences that may change and develop over time. In fact, academic writing activities which are socially shaped allow students to develop and express their understanding. As a result, if AI is used for initial drafting and revision, it may affect how students perceive authorship and their responsibilities. To fully understand this shift, qualitative research is necessary to explore students’ detailed reflections on their experiences with AI.
2.4. AI Use in EFL Higher Education and the Need for Context-Sensitive Inquiry
The need for qualitative research becomes even stronger in EFL higher educational contexts. Academic writing in the EFL context is actually challenging due to linguistic limitations and academic standards (Hyland, 2019). In such cases, AI may function both as a tool to increase productivity and a linguistic support that influences their confidence and independence as writers. Although Kasneci et al. (2023) emphasise the potential of AI to support multilingual learners, and Kshetri et al. (2023) highlight the importance of context-awareness when engaging AI in education, qualitative research examining students’ experiences on AI-assisted writing in the EFL university settings remains limited.
2.5. Research Gap
In summary, existing studies suggest that generative AI-based tools in academic writing can serve as a form of cognitive support (Kasneci et al., 2023; Kshetri et al., 2023) that students hold mixed views towards its use (Baidoo-Anu & Ansah, 2023; Chan & Hu, 2023); concurrently, these research shows that concerns about ethics and institutional policies are increasing (Cotton et al., 2023). Despite this fact, qualitative research exploring university EFL students’ experiences and interpretations of AI’s role in their academic writing mastery remains limited. Therefore, to address this gap, this study aims to investigate how students describe their engagement with AI in academic writing tasks and how they understand its impact on their academic writing development.
2.6. Theoretical Framework
This study is grounded in sociocultural theory (SCT), which views learning as a process that develops through social interactions with cultural tools within a particular environment (Vygotsky, 1978). From this viewpoint, cognitive development arises through interactions with mediational resources such as language, technologies and social relationships, rather than occurring solely within the individual’s mind. In educational settings, such supports play a significant role in shaping the way learners engage with tasks, build knowledge and develop new competencies. 
A key concept in SCT is mediation referring to the way how human cognition is shaped and supported by symbolic tools and cultural artifacts (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). In second language acquisition, mediation commonly occurs through interactions with teachers, peers and instructional materials that guide and influence learners’ performance. As digital technologies are increasingly present in higher education, they can function as mediational tools that shape the learning processes. Therefore, in the mastery of academic writing skills, generative AI tools may serve as an effective support in generating ideas, organising arguments and refining language use. 
Closely linked to mediation is the concept of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), which mentions the gap between what learners can independently achieve and what they can accomplish with guidance and assistance (Vygotsky, 1978). Traditionally, such support within the ZPD has been offered by more knowledgeable individuals; nevertheless, these modern digital technologies are able to provide forms of assistance that is similar to guided support. As a result, suggestions, feedback and prompts created by AI-based tools may enable students to complete writing tasks that exceed their current linguistic or cognitive abilities.
Based on Vygotsky’s SCT, another key concept is scaffolding built by Wood, Bruner, and Ross (1976), which describes temporary support provided to learners when they are engaged in tasks beyond their current capacities. In particular, within the setting of academic writing, AI tools may serve as scaffolding by helping students organise ideas, improve sentence formation and revise drafts. However, SCT highlights that tools do not automatically determine learning outcomes. Instead, their influence depends on how learners adopt and integrate them into their learning practices (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). Guided by this perspective, this study explores how university students at HUFLIT describe their experience with AI tools and how these technological tools shape their academic writing practices.

3. Methodology
3.1. Research Design 
This study employs a qualitative design to investigate university students’ experiences with AI-powered tools in academic writing, because the qualitative approach is particularly appropriate for fully understanding how individuals interpret and make sense of their experiences within a social or educational context (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Semi-structured interviews were adopted to collect data, as this approach allows the researcher to obtain detailed description of participants while enabling flexibility to prompt ideas emerging from the interviews (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015).
3.2. Participants
The sample consisted of 18 first-year university students majoring in English at Ho Chi Minh City University of Foreign Languages and Information Technology (HUFLIT). Participants were recruited using a purposive sample, which merely choose those individuals who have relevant experiences to the phenomenon being studied (Patton, 2014). First-year undergraduate students were selected, because they are in the early stages of developing academic writing competency and are increasingly exposed to AI learning tools. The students were first recruited on a voluntary basis, and those who reported having used AI tools for learning and writing activities before would be invited to participate in semi-structured interviews. The sample size was determined according to the principle of data saturation, which occurs when no new themes or meaningful patterns emerge (Guest et al., 2006). Although the participants were first-year undergraduate students, they had completed several months of university study and academic writing practice prior to the interviews, enabling the study to capture emerging shifts in their use of AI tools and their engagement with AI-assisted writing.
3.3. Data Collection and Analysis
This interview protocol examined participants’ motivations for AI usage, the particular phases in which these technologies are utilised, students’ interactions with AI-generated content, the initial transition in their behaviours and their reflections on authorship, responsibility and skill development. 
The data were analysed using the thematic analysis approach proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006). The analysis involved several stages, namely familiarisation with the data, generalisation of initial codes, identification of recurring patterns and development of broader themes. This process allowed the author to identify the key themes reflecting student experiences with AI tools and their interpretation of AI tools’ roles in their academic writing practices.  
3.4. Ethical Considerations 
Ethical considerations were carefully addressed throughout the research process. Participation was voluntary, and all students were informed about the purpose of the study before the interviews. All their responses were kept confidential and used only for the research purpose. To ensure anonymity, all participants were addressed as P1, P2, P3… during the analysis and reporting. 
3.5. Theme Emergence and Data Saturation
Initial patterns appeared during the first few interviews, in which participants consistently described AI as a helpful tool that supports idea development and language refinement. As the interviews continued, more detailed patterns became evident, especially a shift from early dependence on AI-generated content to a more strategic and selective use. Data saturation was reached between Participants 12 and 15, as no new significant themes were identified after this stage. The subsequent three interviews were conducted to confirm the stability and comprehensiveness of the thematic framework, with patterns related to writing practices, AI use, and ethical issues.

 						 4. Results
The thematic analysis of the interview data from 18 participants revealed four major themes that reflect students’ experiences with AI tools in academic writing. Responses showed a high degree of consistency across participants, indicating similar patterns emerged among participants.
4.1. Theme 1: AI as a Multifaceted Writing Assistant
Across the dataset, all participants consistently conceptualised AI as a supportive “assistant” that facilitates linguistic and technical issues of writing practices, rather than substitutes human cognition. These students refer to AI as a multifaceted writing assistant that is effectively engaged in various stages of the writing process.
At the initial stage of writing, all participants reported utilising AI for brainstorming and outlining, especially to handle “writer’s block” (P2) and build an initial structure. For example, Participant 2 depicted AI tools as “incredibly helpful for outlining, checking grammar, and refining vocabulary” while Participant 12 explained that they heavily relied on AI because they “found it difficult to create a clear outline and use formal academic language.”
In the later stages of the writing process, AI was widely employed to proofread and refine language. In addition, participants reported relying on AI-based tools to enhance grammatical accuracy and strengthen the academic tone of their writing. In short, according to these findings, AI provides ongoing support, and thereby proves to be effective in both idea generation and language refinement.
4.2. Theme 2: Negotiating Dependence and Critical Engagement
As can be inferred from the dataset, students’ use of AI showed a clear development over time. While early use of AI was characterised by a level of dependence, their later practices reflected a more strategic and critical engagement of AI in the writing tasks. 
In the initial phase, a large number of participants (16 out of 18) admitted using AI to produce extended text, reflecting a lack of confidence in their writing capacities. For instance, Participant 7 noted that “at first, I used AI mainly for generating paragraphs because I lacked confidence in my academic writing.”
As students gained more experience in writing skills, their use of AI became increasingly selective and purposeful. Instead of allowing AI to complete the whole writing practices, they now merely used it to evaluate coherence and improve language structure. To illustrate, Participant 2 described this change, noting that AI is used as “a sophisticated research assistant” to help with “logic checking and sentence restructuring”. Likewise, Participant 15 highlighted a move towards greater independence, saying that they use “only for ideas and grammar” in order to support their writing development. This shift reflects increased learner agency and metacognitive awareness in AI-assisted writing.
4.3. Theme 3: Psychological Empowerment: Confidence and Reduced Anxiety
Besides cognitive support, AI was linked to positive psychological outcomes. In particular, participants consistently reported that AI increased their confidence and reduced stress when doing academic writing practices, especially in foreign language context. 
Several participants (e.g. P1, P2, P4, P8, P12, P14, P15, P18) indicated that their confidence in their writing had enhanced. Particularly, Participant 2 reported that “AI has significantly refined my language and boosted my confidence”; in the meantime, other participants noted that they felt more confident about the accuracy and clarity of their writing. 
Furthermore, many students (e.g. P4, P7, P13, P15, P18) also highlighted the role of AI in reducing anxiety. For example, Participant 7 explained that “knowing I can revise and refine my work with support reduces anxiety”, making their academic work “more efficient and less stressful”. Overall, these findings suggest that AI tools support writing performance and boost emotional experience in academic writing.  
4.4. Theme 4: Assertion of Authorship and Ethical Boundaries
Despite their frequent use of AI in the academic writing process, students showed a strong and clear awareness of authorship and academic integrity. What is worth mentioning is that all participants emphasised that they remained responsible for their own work. 
Many participants consistently identified themselves as the primary authors who retain control over ideas, arguments and final decisions. For instance, Participant 14 stated “the responsibility for the arguments, structure, and accuracy of the work remains mine” while Participant 2 highlighted that “AI only acts as a tool to polish my original work”.
Moreover, many students actively set clear ethical boundaries for their use of AI. Many participants reported avoiding AI in reflective writing tasks to maintain authenticity and personal voice. To illustrate, Participant 7 noted that they “avoid using it for highly personal reflective essays” to ensure authenticity. Similarly, a large percentage of students (except P2 and P6) noted that they refused to use AI during examinations in order to comply with the institutional regulations. In short, these findings suggest student self-regulation and ethical awareness when using AI in their work.
4.5. Summary
Overall, the findings above reveal a consistent pattern in which AI is perceived as a supportive tool that enhances both cognitive and emotional dimensions of academic writing. At the same time, students strongly maintain awareness of authorship and thereby actively regulate their use of AI in line with personal and academic integrity standards.
5. Discussion 
The findings of this study offer important insights into how students experience and interpret the use of AI tools in academic writing in higher education context. From the perspective of Sociocultural Theory (SCT), the results can be explained through key concepts, such as mediation, scaffolding and learner agency while also reflecting the features of EFL contexts in Vietnam in particular and Asian countries in general. 
5.1. AI as a Mediational Tool and Scaffolding Mechanism
In response to the first research question, the results suggest that students consistently view AI as a multifaceted writing assistant that facilitates various stages of the writing process, rather than replacing human cognition. Based on SCT, AI can be conceptualised as an effective mediational tool that reshapes how learners approach complicated academic tasks. By reducing lower level linguistic concerns, such as grammar and vocabulary, students can concentrate more on cognition-requiring activities, namely idea development and argumentation. 
While prior studies have described AI as a form of cognitive support (Kasneci et al., 2023; Dwivedi et al., 2023), the findings of this study suggest a more context-specific role. In EFL settings like in Vietnam, AI appears to be increasingly necessary, as students depend on it for academic lexical resources that are beyond their reach. This finding implies that AI not simply improves learner performance, but also facilitates their participation in academic discourse. Thus, AI functions not merely as a support tool but as a mediational scaffold that expands learners’ capacity to participate within their ZPD. Therefore, pedagogically, instead of discouraging AI use entirely, lecturers may adopt structured activities involving brainstorming and outlining with AI assistance into early writing stages, which may help novice writers engage more effectively with academic writing tasks. Especially for first-year students who frequently struggle to generate and organise ideas, AI may play an important role in offering guided pre-writing resources. However, rather than simply copying AI-generated suggestions, students should be required to revise, improve and further develop them with their own thinking, so that they remain actively and critically engaged in the idea generating process. 
All in all, AI is not just a powerful tool for improvement, but also a condition that allows learners to engage in academic writing in linguistically constrained contexts.
5.2. The Appropriation of AI Tools: From Dependence to Critical Engagement
The shift from early dependence on AI to more strategic use depicts a dynamic scaffolding process within the ZPD. In fact, students initially heavily depend on AI-generated content due to limited confidence and language ability, which reflects a large amount of external support from this technology. At this stage, AI proves to be a powerful tool that enables students to complete tasks beyond their ability. However, over time, this dependence gradually reduces when students begin to allocate the use of AI for more selective purposes, namely evaluating logical coherence or refining structures. This change indicates a gradual fading of scaffolding and increased self-regulation.
These findings question the concerns that the use of AI may lead to long-term dependency (Kasneci et al., 2023). Instead, these findings can be better understood as a developmental phase, where scaffolding is initially necessary but slowly and progressively fades as students gain competence. This interpretation can also be observed in recent studies about the student engagement with AI in education (Cañete et al., 2026; Park, 2024). This finding suggests that AI-mediated dependence should not be viewed as an inevitable and fixed outcome but instead as a transitional stage within a scaffolding process that supports students developing their self-regulated writing skills.
Based on the findings, the author suggests that instructors should set more focus on teaching their students how to critically integrate AI into their writing skills, rather than simply permitting or restricting AI use. For instance, lecturers can ask students to work in groups to analyse AI-generated texts, identify weaknesses in content or reasoning in the beginning and finally revise the drafts using their own ideas and knowledge. In this way, students may srengthen their analytical skills and promote their active engagement in the writing process, and thereby avoid excessive reliance on AI-generated content.
On the whole, lecurers’ directions on appropriate AI usage may help students take advantage of this modern technology to develop their writing skills without becoming over-reliant on it. 
5.3. Psychological Support and the EFL Writing Context
In addition to cognitive support, AI also significantly influences students’ emotional experiences in writing. Students’ reported increased confidence and reduced anxiety indicate that AI serves as an affective scaffolding that supports learners in both task performance and emotional regulation.
When viewed through the lens of SCT, especially in EFL settings, concerns about linguistic accuracy can be interpreted as a breakdown in mediation, where language acting as a mediational tool fails to support cognitive activities. In other words, writing anxiety can limit students’ ability to perform effectively within the ZPD, preventing them from engaging with complex ideas. By providing immediate feedback and support, AI reduces emotional barriers, allowing students to actively participate in complex academic writing. As a result, AI may expand the ZPD by lowering both cognitive and emotional difficulties. 
While prior studies have emphasised improvements in writing quality by AI (Baidoo-Anu & Ansah, 2023; Delikoura et al., 2025; Kasneci et al., 2023), this study suggests a deeper and more fundamental change in how learners experience writing. Nonetheless, this result also raises another concern: If students’ confidence depends largely on AI, they may develop a reliance on external scaffolding both cognitively and affectively.
According to the findings, writing teachers may integrate AI-supported activities into introductory academic writing phases. For example, students can be asked to use AI to generate an outline or revise a draft and then reflect on how they modified the AI-generated suggestions. Indeed, these activities may help reduce writing anxiety and increase confidence while encouraging active engagement in the writing process. However, after the outlining sections, students should be required to independently complete writing tasks using their modified suggestions to prevent over-reliance on AI.
In short, while AI plays a significant role in expanding the ZPD by lowering both cognitive and emotional barriers, it may also cause students to rely on external support for their confidence, rather than on their own competence. 
5.4. Authorship, Agency, and Ethical Boundary-Making
Despite frequent use of AI, students continue to position themselves as the main authors. This finding suggests that AI does not reduce their control, but changes how they manage the writing process, as students themselves decide when and how AI is used. 
Setting ethical boundaries (e.g. Students reported not using AI in reflective writing tasks) reflects their self-regulation within a mediated context. Students actively decide when scaffolding by AI is necessary and when it should be withdrawn, showing awareness of their ZPD and responsibility for their writing. 
At the same time, the combination of frequent AI use and strong claims of authorship implies how students redefine text ownership. Accordingly, authorship is no longer understood as working independently, but as controlling how AI is used and how meaning is made. 
This finding is in line with recent studies about concerns regarding academic integrity in AI-assisted writing (Cotton et al., 2023; Chan & Hu, 2023). Furthermore, this result offers a more nuanced interpretation that students actively shape AI’s role in their writing outputs, rather than passively relying on it. 
The findings highlight the need for clearer guidelines on AI use in academic writing. In paricular, instructors can provide students with concrete examples of acceptable and unacceptable AI practices. For example, students may be allowed to use AI for brainstorming, outlining and language revision, but not for generating ideas or substantial sections of an assignment. This may help students make ethical decisions about AI use, and at the same time ensuring that the ideas expressed in their writing remain original. Not only in class, it is necessary that universities and institutions establish clear policies on the responsible use of AI in academic writing. Such methods should help recognise the ethical boundaries and raise awareness about maintaining their ownership. 
As a result, learner agency is not reduced in AI-mediated writing but transformed into the ability to manage AI use and its support within the ZPD.
6. Conclusion
This research offers a deep insight into how English-major students at HUFLIT experience using AI-based tools in academic writing. Based on the qualitative data from 18 participants, the findings show that AI has become an indispensable part in students’ academic writing practices in an EFL setting. 
First, students consistently perceive AI as a multifaceted writing assistant that facilitates idea generation, organization and language refinement. Second, the research also reveals a transition from early reliance to more strategic and selective use of AI, suggesting that students develop self-regulation within ZPD. Third, besides cognitive support, AI functions as an affective reliever that reduces anxiety and enhances confidence in academic writing activities. Last but not least, students show a strong sense of authorship and actively establish ethical boundaries to maintain academic integrity.
These findings theoretically contribute to SCT by demonstrating that AI-mediated writing is not only about improving performance but also functions as a developmental process shaped by mediation and scaffolding. Practically, the findings suggest that AI should be integrated into EFL writing context as a supportive tool. To put it differently, institutions should guide students to use AI strategically, especially for prompting and critical feedback. Although the findings indicate that AI reduces anxiety and hence improves academic performance, its use should be gradually withdrawn to promote self-regulation within the ZPD. In addition, universities are advised to establish clear and context-sensitive guidelines to ensure learners’ integrity. Overall, the primary challenge is to integrate AI in educational context appropriately to achieve learning benefits and maintain academic integrity.
This study is limited by several issues. First of all, its small sample size (18 participants) and its focus on one single context at HUFLIT may prevent the findings from being transferred to other educational settings. Besides, the aim of qualitative design is to provide in-depth insights into participants’ experiences rather than broad generalisation. Next, the cross-sectional design captures students’ perceptions at a single point in time; therefore, the findings might not fully reflect how their engagement with AI evolves. Further research should apply longitudinal designs and include a broader range of participants from various institutions in Vietnam to explore how students’ pattern of AI use and their perspectives towards this phenomenon develop over time and ensure the richness of findings. 
In conclusion, students’ engagement with AI in writing practices demonstrates a balance between technological support and individual agency, emphasising the importance of guiding students how to use AI in academic writing responsibly and strategically.
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Appendices
Appendix A: Semi-structured Interview Questions
1. Can you tell me about your experience with academic writing at university?
· What kinds of writing tasks do you usually do?	
2. Can you describe how you first started using AI tools for academic writing?
· What motivated you to try them?
· Who or what influenced your decision?	
3. Can you walk me through how you typically use AI in a writing assignment?
· At what stage do you usually use it? (brainstorming, drafting, revising, proofreading)
4. Can you describe a recent writing task where you used AI?
· What did you ask the AI to do?
· What did you do with the AI-generated content?
5. How do you usually interact with AI tools when writing?
· Do you modify your prompts?
· Do you critically evaluate or edit the AI’s responses?
6. Has your way of using AI changed over time? Why?
· What has changed?
7. Are there situations where you choose not to use AI? Why?	
8. How do you see the role of AI in your academic writing?
· Do you see it as an assistant, collaborator, shortcut, or something else?
9. In what ways do you think AI shapes or transforms your approach to academic writing?
· Does it influence your ideas, structure, language, or confidence?
10. How do you feel about relying on AI for writing tasks?
· Do you ever feel dependent on it?
11. What concerns, if any, do you have about using AI in academic writing?
· Academic integrity?
· Skill development?
· Fear of detection?
12. When using AI, who do you feel is the main author of the text? Why?
13. How do you think using AI affects your development as a writer?
· Do you feel it helps you learn, or does it reduce your learning?
14. Is there anything else about your experience using AI for academic writing that you would like to share?
