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Abstract
The use of Artificial Intelligence among students in their learning process has been attracting significant attention and investigation. The current study, accordingly, is an attempt to delve into the use of AI tools among first-year English majors to deeper understand the role of these tools in their essay writing process and the perceived effects on students’ English writing skills. Data obtained from 60 questionnaires revealed that AI tools, ChatGPT and Google Gemini in particular, have become an integral part of the students in their essay writing across all stages, among which vocabulary, grammar, and ideas assistance are highly appreciated. In addition, the students tend to rely on AI tools in the writing process and generally believe on the positive short-term and long-term effects of AI tools on their English writing skills. 
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I. Introduction
1. Background of the study
The educational sector has been witnessing radical changes since the introduction of Artificial Intelligence (AI). The new technology has revolutionized the way students learn and provided them with brand new learning experiences through the use of AI tools. Almost in no time, these tools have become an integral part of students’ learning process, making them students’ new study companions.
2. Problem statement
Students majoring in English, accordingly, have utilized these tools in various academic tasks and purposes including word definition, pronunciation, examples along with translation and grammar-checking. In addition, in terms of academic courses, it is English writing that they seek support from these artificial companions the most as writing skills seem to be demanding to students generally. Furthermore, as observed by the researcher, the integration of AI tools in the student’s writing process, especially in English essay writing, is becoming more and more common, which causes some concern regarding the writing competence of English majors.
3. Research objectives
Therefore, the current study is an attempt to explore first-year English-majors’ practice of using AI tools in their English essay writing. Besides, their opinions concerning their levels of dependence on AI tools and their belief on the short-term and long-term impacts of these tools on their English writing ability can be revealed.
To achieve those aims, the following questions are to be addressed:
1. What are students’ patterns of using AI tools in English essay writing?
2. What are students’ opinions regarding their dependence on AI tools during their English essay writing process?
3. What are students’ opinions regarding the short-term and long-term impacts of AI tools on their English writing ability?

II. Literature review
1. Students’ patterns of using AI tools in English essay writing
1.1.  The frequency of using AI tools in English essay writing
Research shows that AI tools are no longer occasional references but have become integral components of the English writing process for most university students in Vietnam, and English majors are no exceptions. In terms of essay writing, the reliance of students on these tools are universal, with AI being employed throughout the entire writing process on a frequent level (Bui & Tong, 2025; Lai & Trinh, 2025; Le, 2025). A study conducted at Can Tho university even found that 100% of English-majored participants utilize AI for their essay writing (Ho et al., 2024).
1.2.  The AI tools used in English essay writing
Among the tools available, ChatGPT is the most dominant among students. Its popularity stems from its ability to simulate human-like conversations and provide instant feedback on a wide array of subjects, which facilitate students’ idea generation, brainstorming, and content organization (Ho et al., 2024; Hoang & Nguyen, 2025; Lai & Trinh, 2025; Pham, 2024; Tran, 2025). For more specific writing purposes, a range of tools are also employed including Quillbot (for paraphrasing), Grammarly (for grammar, spelling, and punctuation checks), Claude and Gemini (for content generation and searching for information) (Bui & Tong, 2025; Bui et al., 2022; Jen & Salam, 2024; Nguyen et al., 2025; Tran et al., 2025).
1.3.  Stages of the essay writing process in which AI tools are employed
Moreover, AI tools are integrated across nearly all stages of the English essay-writing process, especially during the initial phrases where students need to establish a clear direction for their work. Accordingly, AI tools are most used for idea generation and brainstorming purposes, closely followed by defining topics, information seeking, outlining and structuring (Ho et al., 2024; Hoang & Nguyen, 2025; Jen & Salam, 2024; Lai & Trinh, 2025; Le, 2025; Nguyen, 2025; Tran, 2025; Tran et al., 2025). In the drafting stage, AI provides students with sample paragraphs and essays, vocabulary enhancement, translation and paraphrasing (Bui et al., 2022; Bui & Tong, 2025; Lai & Trinh, 2025; Le, 2025; Ho et al., 2024; Nguyen et al., 2025; Tran et al., 2025). In the final stages, AI tools are used as automated evaluation systems to polish the work by checking grammar and mechanics, coherence and clarity and ensure it meets academic standards (Bui & Tong, 2025; Ho et al., 2024; Hoang & Nguyen, 2025, Lai & Trinh, 2025; Le, 2025; Nguyen, 2025; Nguyen et al., 2025; Tran et al., 2025).
1.4.  Students’ treatment of AI-generated output
Students generally treat AI-generated essays as a supplementary resource or a writing companion rather than a final product. Therefore, they do not typically accept AI output blindly; instead, they critically assess the accuracy, relevance, and specificity of the information provided using different methods (Hoang & Nguyen, 2025; Lai & Trinh, 2025;  Nguyen et al., 2025; Tran et al., 2025). Besides, rather than directly copy-pasting content, the majority of students use AI output as a trigger for brainstorming or a template to be modified by rephrasing AI-generated text to align it with their personal writing style and to avoid being flagged by plagiarism detection software (Tran et al., 2025). Importantly, most students emphasize that while AI can assist with structure and grammar, the development of core arguments and final organization remains their individual responsibility (Bui & Tong, 2025; Hoang & Nguyen, 2025).
2. Students’ opinions regarding their dependence on AI tools during their English essay writing process
University students demonstrate a complex relationship with AI, with a small percentage claiming high or full dependence while a much larger majority expresses a significant fear of becoming over-reliant. 
According to study at a Hanoi university, 9,6% of the English majors admitted always using ChatGPT for academic writing while 4,3% of them heavily relied on AI tools to complete all their writing assignments (Lai & Trinh, 2025). Another study at Dong A University revealed that 25.8% of students reported relying on AI for most of their writing, and 60% admitted to over-relying on AI-generated content for idea development (Hoang & Nguyen, 2025). Significantly, 45% of interviewed students at Thu Dau Mot University acknowledged a dependence on AI-generated answers, sometimes failing to critically evaluate the output (Nguyen et al., 2025). Also in this study, a significant positive correlation between the frequency of AI usage and the recognition of over-reliance was found.
The other students, who do not consider themselves currently dependent, often self-identify as being at high risk for it. A study by Bui and Tong (2025) pointed out that the single highest risk associated with AI tools was dependence on technology, cited by 79.8% of students. In other studies, the fears of overreliance on AI and its possible consequences including lower independent writing ability, diminished problem-solving skills and critical thinking erosion are prevalent among students (Bui & Tong, 2025; Lai & Trinh, 2025; Ho et al., 2024; Hoang & Nguyen, 2025; Tran et al., 2025). To prevent themselves from the possible risks, students struggle to treat AI as a companion or guide as a specific strategy (Le, 2025; Hoang & Nguyen, 2025; Tran et al., 2025). 

3. Students’ opinions regarding the short-term and long-term impacts of AI tools on their English writing ability 
While being consistent regarding the benefits given by AI tools in the short term, students are deeply divided on how these tools impact their long-term writing skills. For the immediate, short-run benefits, it is widely believed that AI tools generally enhance their writing ability by reducing anxiety, boosting motivation, giving useful feedback, enhancing their English abilities, assisting them in better paragraph and essay planning and keeping track of their own progress (Le, 2025; Nguyen, 2025). Students, however, express uncertainty regarding long-term retention of the new academic vocabulary or grammatical mastery they gained through AI assistance and long-term dependency, which may result in cognitive and skill erosion (Bui & Tong, 2025; Lai & Trinh, 2025; Tran et al., 2025).
III. Methodology
1. Participants
The population of this study comprises of 60 HUFLIT first-year English majors who were taking English Essay Writing course, which the researcher was in charge of. 
2. Research instruments
Questionnaire is the major research instrument employed in this study. The questionnaire is written in English and is divided into three main parts exploring different aspects regarding first-year English majors’ practice of using AI tools in English essay writing and their opinions concerning dependence level and the short-term and long-term impacts of these tools on their English writing ability. Different question types are utilized across the question items to provide the researcher with varying levels of details, accuracy, and meaningful insights into the investigated issues.
In addition, classroom observation is included. The researcher during teaching sessions recorded students’ practice of using AI tools in their essay writing process to recognize their usage patterns and level of dependence on these tools.
3. Data collection and analysis
The data was collected within two weeks, after which SPSS was employed in the analysis process. The findings, accordingly, were presented in the forms of tables.
IV. Findings
1. From questionnaires
1.1.  Students’ patterns of using AI tools in English essay writing Table 2. AI tools used in essay writing

	AI Tools
	Percent

	ChatGPT
	75%

	Grammarly
	20%

	QuillBot
	3.3%

	Google Gemini
	66.7%

	Other
	11.7%


	AI usage
	Frequency
	Percent

	Always
	6
	10%

	Often
	34
	56.7%

	Rarely
	1
	1.7%

	Sometimes
	19
	31.7%


Table 1. The frequency of using AI tools in essay writing

As shown in Table 1, AI tools are frequently incorporated in the students’ English essay writing process as more than two thirds of the investigated English majors use them on a regular basis. Among the tools available, ChatGPT is the dominant, which is closely followed by Google Gemini (Table 2).
	Writing Stages
	Percent

	Brainstorm
	55%

	Create outlines
	48.3%

	Write first draft
	26.7%

	Check grammar and vocabulary
	81.7%

	Revise and edit
	51.7%

	Cite
	13.3%


     Table 3. Essay writing stages with AI support






          
	Essay writing process
	Frequency
	Percent

	I rarely or never use AI in my writing process.
	1
	1.7%

	I write first, then use AI to improve or correct my writing.
	26
	43.3%

	I use AI to generate ideas, then write the essay mostly by myself.
	7
	11.7%

	I use AI to create an outline, then develop it on my own.
	17
	28.3%

	I use AI to generate a full draft, then revise and edit it.
	3
	5%

	I use AI throughout the entire writing process.
	5
	8.3%

	Other
	1
	1.7%


Table 4. Students’ essay writing process


The students tend to use AI tools mainly for checking grammar and vocabulary. The other purposes include brainstorming ideas, revising and editing, and creating outlines (Table 3). In addition, as revealed by Table 4, the most common procedure in writing an English essay, as applied by almost half of the participants, is making their own essay first, after which AI tools are used for polishing purpose. The second common procedure, applied by 28.3% of the students, is using AI for outline developing, after which the essay is written by the students themselves.

	
	Minimum
	Maximum
	Mean
	Std.Deviation

	Revision frequency
	2
	5
	3.9
	0.72952


Table 5. Revision frequency after using AI tools


	Revised aspects
	Percent

	I correct grammar and vocabulary based on AI feedback 
	70%

	I rewrite sentences to make them sound more natural 
	55%

	I reorganize ideas or paragraph structure 
	36.7%

	I simplify or clarify ideas
	23.3%

	I combine my own ideas with AI-generated content 
	41.7%

	I remove parts I think are incorrect or unnatural 
	20%

	I make only minor changes 
	1.7%

	Other
	3.3%


Table 6. Revised aspects after using AI tools


Tables 5 shows that students’ revision of their own essay after seeking AI assistance is a frequent practice (M=3.9, SD=0.72952). They do this in different ways, among which correcting grammar and vocabulary mistakes is the most common, closely followed by rewriting sentences and reorganizing the ideas and paragraphs (Table 6).
1.2.  Students’ opinions regarding their dependence on AI tools during their English essay writing process

	                
	Minimum
	Maximum
	Mean
	Std.Deviation

	AI Dependence
	2
	5
	3.45
	0.832


     Table 7. Students’ dependence on AI tools during essay writing process


	Claim of Authority
	Frequency
	Percent

	Completely my own work 
	11
	18.3%

	Mostly my work with some AI assistance 
	22
	36.7%

	A combination of my work and AI 
	24
	40%

	Mostly AI-generated 
	1
	1.7%

	Completely AI-generated 
	2
	3.3%


Table 8. Students’ claim of their final essay


As presented in Table 7, on average, students tended to agree that they depend on AI tools during the English essay writing process (M=3.45. SD=0.832). However, with more than three fourths of the participants claiming that the final essay is either mostly their work with AI assistance or a combination of their work and AI, the first-year English majors do not generally believe AI is the primary author of their essays (Table 8). 
	
	
	
	AI Usage Frequency
	Dependence

	Spearman’s rho
	AI Usage Frequency
	Correlation Coefficient
	1.000
	.367

	
	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	
	.004

	
	Dependence
	Correlation Coefficient
	.367
	1.000

	
	
	Sig. (2-tailed)
	0.004
	


Table 9. The relationship between students’ AI usage frequency and dependence level

Nevertheless, the correlation analysis shown in Table 9 suggests that more frequent AI use is associated with greater perceived dependence on AI. Therefore, while students generally maintain a sense of authorship, increased AI use may lead to increased reliance on AI tools during the writing process. 
1.3.  Students’ opinions regarding the short-term and long-term impacts of AI tools on their English writing ability 
	    
	Minimum
	Maximum
	Mean
	Std.Deviation

	Writing skills improvement
	2
	5
	3.7667
	0.72174


Table 10. Students’ claim of their writing skills improvement after using AI tools


	Learn from AI Tools
	Percent

	New vocabulary 
	70%

	Grammar structures 
	70%

	Essay organization 
	46.7%

	Idea development 
	71.7%

	Nothing significant 
	5%

	Other
	1.7%


Table 11. Improved aspects after using AI tools

 
As indicated in Table 10, students generally perceived that AI tools contributed positively to the improvement of their English writing skills in the short term (M=3.7667, SD=0.72174). The most improved aspects include idea development, vocabulary, grammar, and essay organization (Table 11).
Regarding the long-term effects of AI tools, data from the open-ended question unfolded similar attitudes from the participants as they tend to believe that AI tools are good for their English writing skills along the way. However, many of them emphasized that these benefits come from the appropriate use of these tools only since misuse or over-dependence may bring about significantly harmful impacts.
2. From observation
During English essay writing sessions in the classroom, it was recorded that AI tools, ChatGPT and Google Gemini in particular, are frequently used by the first-year English majors of the two classes the researcher was in charge of. Even though the students were encouraged to brainstorm ideas themselves, many were stuck in the process and had to seek for AI assistance. In addition, AI tools like ChatGPT are acted as their encyclopedia where they inquire all aspects related to the essay including the topic-related knowledge, vocabulary and grammar, etc.
More importantly, the level of dependence on AI tools varies greatly according to the English proficiency of students. Those who are good at English, especially at English writing skills, rarely ask for AI support. They tend to use these tools only at the final stage of the process when they want their essay to be polished. The relatively weak students, meanwhile, heavily depend on AI tools, otherwise their essays would be full of mistakes and irrelevant ideas.
V. Discussion
1. Students’ patterns of using AI tools in English essay writing
There are similarities between the students in the current study with the students in previous research regarding the practice of using AI tools in English essay (Bui & Tong, 2025; Lai & Trinh, 2025; Le, 2025). They generally use a range of AI tools on a regular basis during English essay writing process for different purposes and do revise their own essay after receiving AI feedback.
However, there are quite several differences. Firstly, although ChatGPT continues to be the first choice of the students, Gemini is gaining its popularity considerably as the percentages of the students using ChatGPT and those using Gemini are quite close. Secondly, while the students in other studies tend to utilize AI in their very first stage of essay writing, which is ideas generation and brainstorming, the Huflit first-year English majors prioritize vocabulary and grammar aspects (Ho et al., 2024; Hoang & Nguyen, 2025; Jen & Salam, 2024; Lai & Trinh, 2025; Le, 2025; Nguyen, 2025; Tran, 2025; Tran et al., 2025). And it is also vocabulary and grammar mistakes that they tend to revise firstly after seeking AI feedback.
Besides, this study points out the procedure the students apply in their English essay writing, which has been under little investigation among previous research. The most common procedure is where students make their own essays first, after which they seek for AI polish. Another alternative is where AI was the one to generate the outlines from which the students develop the whole essays themselves. 
2. Students’ opinions regarding their dependence on AI tools during their English essay writing process
The students’ self-report of their dependance on AI tools during essay writing process pointed out a comparatively clear-cut answer compared to what research has consistently pointed out. The first-year English majors tend to admit their dependence on AI tools during the English essay writing process, yet interestingly, most students do not regard AI as the primary author of their essays. However, the current study confirmed the positive correlation between the frequency of using AI tools and the levels of dependence, which Nguyen et al.(2025) previously figured out. 
3. Students’ opinions regarding the short-term and long-term impacts of AI tools on their English writing ability 
On the one hand, the participants’ views on the short-term effects are in line with findings from relevant research. They generally appreciate the AI assistance which lead to their English writing improvement, especially on ideas, vocabulary and grammar aspects (Bui & Tong, 2025; Nguyen, 2025; Nguyen et al., 2025; Pham, 2024). 
On the other hand, while the students in previous research express uncertainty regarding long-term retention of the new academic vocabulary or grammatical mastery they gained through AI assistance and the general writing improvement, the participants in this study are quite positive about such effects.  However, like students in those research, the prospects of long-term dependency, which may result in cognitive and skill erosion, still concern them to a certain extent (Bui & Tong, 2025; Lai & Trinh, 2025; Tran et al., 2025). Hence, though showing positive attitude about the long-term impacts, many of the students insist that in order to bring about these benefits, the right use of AI tools must be guaranteed, otherwise the bad consequences are likely to happen.
VI. Conclusion
AI tools, especially ChatGPT and Gemini, have become integral components of the English essay writing process among first-year English majors. They use these tools on a regular basis yet treat them as a supplementary resource or a writing companion rather than a final product to be submitted without modification. In English essay writing procedure, AI is often acted either as polishing tools after students have finished their own essays or as an outline generator from what students develop their own writing. 
Grammar and vocabulary are the two main language areas that are of great importance to first-year English majors as they are repeatedly report to be not only students’ main purposes for seeking AI assistance but also the language areas they get improved the most in the short term along with idea development, and accordingly making necessary changes in their final essays. Regarding the long-term effects of AI tools on their English writing ability, students remain a positive attitude, yet many insist that these benefits only present if students use AI tools in the right way, otherwise critical thinking skills and autonomy will be negatively affected. 
Though tending to admit their dependence on AI tools during the process of English essay writing, the students generally claim their authorship of the final essay. However, given the fact that a positive correlation between the frequency of using AI tools and dependence  was figured out, and students’ reliance on these tools, especially those with low English proficiency, is confirmed by classroom observation, strategies to help students use AI tools effectively without becoming over-dependent is of utmost importance. First and foremost, teachers need to make sure that there is an unplugged writing session when students need to brainstorm and make the first draft on their own. Pair work, groupwork and whole class teaching may find themselves helpful at this stage as these collaborative activities support all students in the writing process, especially those with low English proficiency. AI assistance may follow afterwards for better ideas, organization, vocabulary or grammar, yet the essence of the essay, which is the students’ original outline, should be preserved. Furthermore, students should take note of what they have learned from AI to ensure both short-term and long-term writing improvement.
Despite having gained insight into the use of AI tools in the process of English essay writing among first-year English majors, this study has a quite small population and a limited number of research instruments used. Therefore, future research should include more participants and incorporate a variety of tools to enhance validity and generalization. Besides, future research could investigate more about AI usage in English writing among students of different English levels, from which strategies to maximize AI tools’ positive effects on students can be suggested.
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