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Abstract
This research explores how EFL Juniors at HUFLIT view academic integrity as they utilise AI-assisted writing scaffolds for their academic writing course (Introduction to Research Methods – Project 2). Generative artificial intelligence tools have been integrated into institutions of higher education; however, this has also created a conflict over whether there is a benefit or detriment to using these tools for educational purposes and to promote the authenticity of authorship. Data were collected through questionnaires, reflective papers, and semi-structured interviews. Descriptive statistics and thematic analysis were used to identify patterns of AI use, perceptions of academic integrity, and recommended practices for responsible AI use. The results indicate that most EFL Juniors see AI as an advantageously useful writing scaffold tool in terms of helping them create ideas, organise content and enhance vocabulary, ultimately creating greater confidence in their ability to write well. Nonetheless, caution needs to be taken regarding the possibility of too much dependence upon AI, and the effect it could have on students’ writing skills. In addition, this research provides a practical understanding of how to integrate AI functionality into their teaching practices to develop their EFL Juniors’ writing skills while remaining true to the principles of academic integrity.
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1. Introduction
1.1. Study background
The higher education landscape as we know it today is likely to undergo a radical transformation by 2025. This transformation will be driven by the deployment of advanced AI tools in the capacity of always-on online tutors and allocation analytics tools that provide personalised feedback to the learners (Kestin et al., 2025). The use of AI tools will allow for processing and generating content in a variety of formats, from text, code, and images, which in turn, will provide multiple ways of meeting the linguistic needs of learners from different backgrounds, such as those of multilingual communities who need help creating a sophisticated language base (Nyaaba, 2023). According to Quad C (2025), more than 80% of all university students around the globe have used some type of GenAI to help themselves learn through summarising materials, generating concepts, and even outlines; consequently, AI literacy will be an essential skill to get hired nowadays. As powerful as AI technologies are when it comes to assisting people in writing and researching, there were multiple discussions about how the rise in usage of such software jeopardises academic integrity and makes it hard to discern what is considered original work by humans and not generated by algorithms. Despite having beneficial aspects in writing, such as taking care of most of the mental processes involved and giving confidence to authors of any works, AI technologies bring risks associated with over-relying on them and producing misleading or non-existent references to the literature (Salleh et al., 2025). Thus, the aim here would be to have an open discussion between us as educators and our students concerning the values of academic integrity.
1.2. Problem statement
The employment of AI generational tools can also help students structure their research paper for the very first time. Indeed, according to Project 2 in the Introduction to Research Methods course at HUFLIT, AI tools show that one of the main problems in the process of writing is connected with maintaining the integrity of their papers while benefiting from the support provided by the AI technology. The EFL Juniors have faced the problem of cognitive overload since they should understand research terminology and use precise linguistic structures simultaneously. As a result, many of the EFL Juniors turn to AI tools for various purposes, including generating ideas, structuring the outline, and polishing language. Nevertheless, it is important to admit that there is a great difference between the technical skills of working with these tools and the overall knowledge of the capabilities of AI. In other words, the students can hardly distinguish the inherent ethical limitations of writing and be critical about the content produced with the help of AI. There are also several preliminary findings related to the fact that, despite the fact that the students believe that AI will motivate them and help them to cope with writing anxiety, there is no established framework regulating the process of applying this tool in the university. Moreover, there is a high risk of students relying too much on AI and, therefore, handing their teachers their papers without giving any credit for the information taken from them. Thus, without knowing whether the students perceive AI as scaffolding or a violation of academic integrity, the professor cannot be sure about the proper educational process.


1.3. Research objectives
The main purpose of this study is to analyse systematically how the subjective experience and behaviours of EFL Juniors using AI tools affect their role as cognitive and linguistic helpers in doing academic writing tasks at HUFLIT. The current study focuses on the attitudes of students toward the capability of AI in fostering rather than compromising the integrity principles, as well as assisting in maintaining balance between appropriate and inappropriate use of AI to avoid “AI-giarism”. Furthermore, the current study explores the particular steps they take while using AI, including brainstorming topics for research papers, changing sentences to make them better in English, making sure the reasoning behind them is sound, or even coming up with a first draft, which they revise afterwards. 
[bookmark: _Hlk221279334]1.4. Delimitations
The research is only conducted among EFL Juniors at HUFLIT who are enrolled in the Introduction to Research Methods (Project 2) class. About the technological scope of the inquiry, the study considers only the use of AI-based writing assistance such as brainstorming, structuring, and text editing, without considering AI tools for speaking, listening, and reading skills. Moreover, the scope of the research will be restricted to an examination of the perception of academic integrity and AI assistance among undergraduates. This means that the empirical efficiency of AI tools about writing, language proficiency, and academic performance will not be evaluated. Finally, the scope of analysis of the research will be confined to a descriptive mixed-methods approach, whereby only descriptive statistics will be used for quantitative data, while inductive thematic analysis will be used for qualitative interview transcripts.
1.5. Research questions
In response to these research purposes, the current study is expected to answer the following three research questions:
1. In what way do EFL Juniors employ AI tools in scaffolding Project 2 academic writing tasks?
2. What are the perceptions about the academic integrity of EFL Juniors when using AI tools for Project 2 academic writing?
3. What strategies could be proposed to foster academic integrity?
2. Literature Review
2.1. Theoretical framework
Vygotsky (1978) conceptualises the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) as the difference between a learner’s independent capacity and their potential achievement under expert guidance. The concept provides the theoretical basis for instructional scaffolding. In the case of EFL Juniors, AI tools function as digital scaffolds by providing real-time feedback and adaptive prompts. These interventions assist students in managing demanding academic tasks, such as the organisation of research methods, thereby facilitating performance that exceeds their current independent level (Nordlof, 2014). Recent studies suggest that AI integration within the ZPD framework can improve writing skills through personalised assistance and the promotion of self-regulation, while remaining consistent with standards of academic integrity (Gayed et al., 2025).
The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), proposed by Davis (1989), posits that technology adoption is primarily influenced by perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use. Perceived usefulness refers to the user’s belief that a system will enhance their performance, while perceived ease of use concerns the effort required to use the system. Within AI-assisted writing, perceived usefulness encompasses student beliefs regarding improvements in idea generation, text coherence, and grammatical accuracy. Perceived ease of use reflects the extent to which students find the interface and operational requirements of these tools manageable. While the TAM has been refined over time, recent applications examine the relationship between technology acceptance and student perceptions of academic integrity. 
2.2. AI-Supported Scaffolding in Academic Writing 
The integration of AI tools has significantly changed how academic writing is approached, primarily by offering a structured scaffolding that assists students at various stages of the process. Generative models like ChatGPT are notable for providing immediate feedback, which helps students brainstorm and organise their thoughts more effectively (Khalifa & Albadawy, 2024). These applications now serve critical functions across several research dimensions, including idea generation, content structuring, literature synthesis, and data management, alongside improvements in communication and ethical editing (Khalifa & Albadaway, 2024). Despite their educational benefits, the growing prevalence of AI also presents substantial risks to academic integrity, particularly when students lack clear ethical frameworks or institutional guidance. One prominent concern is the possibility of undetectable plagiarism, as AI systems produce fluid, original-appearing text that often bypasses traditional detection tools (Fowler, 2023). Furthermore, an over-reliance on these technologies may compromise critical thinking and independent writing skills, as students may prioritise automated content over the deep cognitive engagement necessary for academic growth (Richards et al., 2024). Finally, the lack of transparency in AI-generated work poses a challenge for assessment, making it harder for educators to evaluate the actual effort and knowledge a student has acquired (Bjelobaba et al., 2024).  
2.3. Academic Integrity in AI-Supported Writing
The rise of AI-assisted plagiarism has become a pressing issue within the academic community (Chan, 2023). This practice, which involves submitting AI-generated or heavily modified content without proper disclosure, has significantly blurred the distinction between independent authorship and automated assistance. As generative models grow more sophisticated, their ability to produce coherent, contextually appropriate academic prose makes them increasingly difficult to distinguish from human work, thereby challenging long-standing definitions of plagiarism (Torres-Diaz et al., 2025). For EFL Juniors, the concept of academic integrity in an AI-supported environment is often nuanced and occasionally contradictory, reflecting a balance between pedagogical utility and ethical responsibility. Many of these students have begun to view integrity not merely as the absence of plagiarism, but as a broader commitment to transparent practice, original thought, and intentional learning. Research suggests that these learners generally regard AI as a valuable asset for linguistic development, particularly for refining grammar, broadening vocabulary, and facilitating the initial stages of idea generation.
2.4. Pedagogical Strategies for Maintaining Academic Integrity
Research suggests that while AI tools can improve grammatical accuracy and help structure early drafts, integrating them without clear pedagogical guidance risks fostering an over-reliance on automated outputs. This dependency may, in turn, impede the development of higher-order writing skills, particularly critical analysis and complex argumentation (Aljuaid, 2024). To counter this, educators are encouraged to adopt process-oriented frameworks that require students to document their use of AI, making their creative choices more transparent and accountable. At the same time, institutional clarity is vital; vague or inconsistent standards often result in unintentional academic misconduct (Bui & Tong, 2025). Guidelines must therefore explicitly distinguish between acceptable assistance and prohibited practices, such as presenting AI-generated text as one’s own. This is especially important given that AI-driven paraphrasing can easily obscure the origins of an idea, raising the risk of plagiarism when sources are not properly cited (Hernandez et al., 2024).
3. Methodology
3.1. The participants
The participants in this study were 176 EFL Juniors enrolled in the Introduction to Research Methods (Project 2) course at HUFLIT during the 2025–2026 academic year. The cohort represents a variety of academic specialisations. The selection of this specific course was based on its role in the undergraduate curriculum, which marks the transition from initial data collection in Project 1 to the development of more complex academic discourse in Project 2. In particular, data were collected through a questionnaire with various question types and in-depth interviews to obtain data that could provide rich insights into these findings.
3.2. Research Design
This study employs a descriptive mixed-methods design and is guided by research questions. The aim is to describe students' use of AI, perceptions of academic integrity, and practical recommendations, rather than to examine causal relationships between variables. A mixed-methods approach was employed, combining descriptive statistics and thematic analysis to provide a triangulated empirical view of this research. Specifically, these materials were meticulously designed to ensure methodological solutions, ethical compliance, and, ultimately, the research goal that aims to examine AI-supported scaffolds and learning motivation towards undesirable behaviours such as dishonesty relevant to academic integrity among EFL Juniors at HUFLIT.
3.3. Instruments
3.3.1. Questionnaire
The primary instrument was a 17-item online questionnaire for EFL Juniors. The questionnaire was intended to collect EFL Juniors’ perceptions of AI-based learning assistance associated with academic integrity in Project 2. All 17 questions were split into four sections, corresponding to the objectives of the study and the three research questions.
· Section one, Background Information (Questions 1 to 3), was focused on collecting the respondents’ gender information, frequency of AI tool application, and familiarity with AI learning assistance.
· Section two, AI usage to scaffold Project 2 writing (Questions 4 to 6), explored particular types of AI assistance, its impact on particular aspects of writing, and associated advantages and potential risks. 
· Section three, perceptions of academic integrity, including citation awareness and plagiarism awareness when applying AI tools to Project 2 writing (Questions 7 to 14) via the commonly-used 1-to-5 scale.
· Finally, the fourth section (Questions 15 to 17) contained one multiple-choice question on EFL Juniors’ suggestions for maintaining academic integrity while employing AI tools, in addition to two open-ended ones encouraging students to share more insights about responsible utilisation of AI tools.
3.3.2. In-depth interview
In-depth interviews were conducted with 6 EFL Juniors (each participant lasted about 10 minutes) to enrich the findings obtained through surveys with the help of EFL Juniors with practical and detailed perspectives on their perceptions of academic integrity in an AI-based context:
· Section 1 (Research Question 1): Questions 1 and 2 address the manner in which EFL Juniors employ AI tools to scaffold particular Project 2 academic writing assignments, along with any challenges involved in this process.
· Section 2 (Research Question 2): Questions 3, 4, and 5 aim to examine students’ perceptions of academic integrity, namely, how they manage the balance between personal writing and AI assistance and establish ethical boundaries.
· Section 3 (Research Question 3): Questions 6 and 7 provide information on students’ recommendations regarding practical guidelines for upholding academic integrity.
3.4. Data analysis
For an in-depth analysis of the data collected, both descriptive statistics and thematic analysis were used and connected with the main research questions. For the process of analysis of the data in the descriptive statistics, IBM SPSS Statistics was used to analyse the survey data. Variables were recoded using numbers (0 – No; 1 – Yes) for demographic variables and multiple response items to be able to measure frequency and percentages to define popular types of application use and their distribution under RQ1. Additionally, the data obtained on the Likert scale, both from the structured matrix and open-ended questionnaires, were analysed via the mean and standard deviation measures in order to assess the level of students’ ethical awareness (RQ2) and preferences (RQ3). In connection with that, the data from the open-ended questionnaire and the semi-structured interviews were subjected to the inductive thematic analysis. The guide for conducting the semi-structured interviews was based on the concepts of academic integrity and technological literacy developed by McCabe (2005) and Selber (2004). It was fully translated into English and then transcribed. Qualitative data were classified into several themes in order to determine deeper perceptions of students about over-reliance (RQ2) and their curriculum suggestions (RQ3), keeping their anonymity intact (P1-P6).



4. Results
4.1. Demographic information
Table 1
Survey Respondents’ Demographic and Behavioural Statistics
	1. Gender
	2. How often do you use these AI tools for Project 2 writing?
	3. What is your familiarity level with the concept of “AI-supported scaffolding” in academic writing?

	N
	Valid
	176
	176
	176

	
	Missing
	0
	0
	0



Table 2
Frequency Distribution of Respondents by Gender
	
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Valid
	Female
	121
	68.8
	68.8
	68.8

	
	Male
	55
	31.3
	31.3
	100.0

	
	Total
	176
	100.0
	100.0
	



The demographic characteristics of the 176 students who took part in this study have been outlined in Table 1. No data were missing in the analysis because all respondents provided answers to all questions asked. Speaking about gender balance within this group of students in Table 2, one can note that females made up to 68.8%, whereas males made up 31.3%. Such a distribution of genders is characteristic of the demographic data of students studying in language departments of universities.
4.2. EFL Juniors’ employment of AI tools
Table 3
Frequency of AI Tools Usage in Project 2
	
	Frequency
	Percent
	Valid Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Valid
	Always (weekly or more)
	60
	34.1
	34.1
	34.1

	
	Never
	1
	0.6
	0.6
	34.7

	
	Often (once a month or more)
	52
	29.5
	29.5
	64.2

	
	Rarely (once a semester or less)
	8
	4.5
	4.5
	68.8

	
	Sometimes (a few times per semester)
	55
	31.3
	31.3
	100.0

	
	Total
	176
	100.0
	100.0
	



The current data points out the high popularity of the use of AI tools among Project 2 students. According to Table 3, the percentage of those who stated to “always use” such technologies was equal to 34.1%. Furthermore, 29.5% of respondents said that they used AI tools “often”, meaning that they used them once a month or even more often. In turn, another 31.3% said that they “sometimes” used the discussed technology – a few times per semester. Only 4.5% of students stated to use these technologies “rarely” and just 0.6% stated “never”. Thus, it becomes clear that more than 94% of students use AI.
 Anonymously labelled as P1-P6, student testimonies indicate a careful matching of particular technologies to individual assignments. At the initial cognitive phase, students use conversational engines to collaborate actively in their processes. As corroborated by P1, “my team worked with several AI tools like ChatGPT, Gemini, Deepseek, and also NotebookLM. We also use Grammarly… ChatGPT and Gemini are kind of common, and we mainly use them for brainstorming”. In this respect, P6 supports P1's assertion, claiming that “actually, I use AI as a brainstorming partner. Instead of a blank space, I use it to break down the complex requirements of the project”. Once the process of writing unfolds, students turn to using technologies for formatting ideas, changing vocabulary, and polishing the language. For instance, according to P3, “the main role of AI is to help me in arranging and arranging of ideas... After I used AI to help me, I think I know how to write better, as well as how to write more clearly”. Similarly, P4 regularly applied precise prompts to external databases, revealing, “I will give AI a topic... and then I will ask AI to help me connect complex structures to make my research more logical... It will give me more complex words and sentences... to help me write more logically”. Lastly, for superficial corrections, students used special editing engines to avoid technical errors. Thus, P2 emphasized, “I would use my AI to organise my ideas and for revising graphs, because I'm always making spelling mistakes”. Likewise, P5 highlighted, “I often use AI specifically to see if I make any mistakes... or to correct the grammatical errors”. In sum, these testimonies illustrate that undergraduates widely apply various AI technologies in order to organize, paraphrase, and improve their assignments.



Table 4
Types and Frequency Distribution of AI Tools Utilized by EFL Juniors
	
	Responses
	Percent of Cases

	
	N
	Percent
	

	AI tools used by EFL Juniorsa
	ChatGPT
	159
	30.9%
	90.3%

	
	Gemini
	143
	27.8%
	81.3%

	
	Quillbot
	90
	17.5%
	51.1%

	
	Copilot
	40
	7.8%
	22.7%

	
	Google Translate
	70
	13.6%
	39.8%

	
	ZeroGPT
	1
	0.2%
	0.6%

	
	Grammarly
	2
	0.4%
	1.1%

	
	Grok
	4
	0.8%
	2.3%

	
	Claude
	3
	0.6%
	1.7%

	
	NotebookLM
	1
	0.2%
	0.6%

	
	Perplexity
	2
	0.4%
	1.1%

	Total
	515
	100.0%
	292.6%

	


From Table 4, it is evident that the students rely heavily on generative AI tools. The most preferred tools among students include ChatGPT, used by 90.3% of them, and Gemini, used by 81.3%. Other commonly used paraphrasing and translation tools include Quillbot (used by 51.1% of students) and Google Translate (used by 39.8%). Other less common but still popular AI tools among the students include Copilot, with 22.7% usage. On the other hand, some specialised AI tools like Grok (only used by 2.3% of students), Claude (used by 1.7% of them), Grammarly (by 1.1%), Perplexity (used by 1.1%), NotebookLM (0.6%) and ZeroGPT (0.6%) remain infrequently used by the group.
Anonymised as P1 to P6 for privacy reasons, the transcripts of the interviews show that conversational models and text rewriter platforms are the most visited among the students' research routines. In terms of high-frequency brainstorming and conceptual setup, conversational platforms like ChatGPT and Gemini act as the main foundations of the research activities. According to P1, the following explanation was offered: “my team worked with several AI tools like ChatGPT, Gemini, Deepseek, and also NotebookLM. We also use Grammarly, and each one supports a different part of our writing process. ChatGPT and Gemini are kind of common, and we mainly use them for brainstorming”. This heavy dependence on particular software brands for structuring layouts and draft creation is a frequent trend among multiple individual research processes. For instance, P2 admitted, “I usually use Chattivity [ChatGPT] to do it... Sometimes I feel burnt out sometimes. So sometimes I just throw it on AI to write it for me”. Also, P4 described their systematic distribution of instructions across engines and conversational rewriters during complex task execution: “I will give AI a topic that I want... and then I will ask AI to help me connect complex structures to make my research more logical”. Lastly, for simple mechanical proofreading and polishment of a draft, automation editors become frequently applied in the final stage. As stated by P1, “Grammarly to check grammar, punctuation, and sentence clarity”. At the same time, both P5 and P6 relied extensively on the software for similar functions. In particular, P6 added, “I use it for, um, finding those advanced vocab for my paragraph”.


Table 5
EFL Juniors’ Evaluation of AI Features for Project 2 writing
	


	Responses
	Percent of Cases

	
	N
	Percent
	

	AI features evaluated by EFL Juniorsa
	Grammar and style correction
	134
	38.0%
	77.5%

	
	Paraphrasing existing text
	89
	25.2%
	51.4%

	
	Content idea brainstorming
	90
	25.5%
	52.0%

	
	Reference and citation formatting
	40
	11.3%
	23.1%

	Total
	353
	100.0%
	204.0%

	a. Dichotomy group tabulated at value 1.


As per the detailed feature usage statistics in Table 5, “Grammar and style correction” is the most frequently selected function, being chosen by 77.5% of the participants (i.e., comprising 38.0% of all feature usage responses). Besides surface-level edits, undergraduates extensively use cognitive features to support their text creation process. Namely, 52.0% of the students use “Content idea brainstorming”, while another highly selected cognitive feature is “Paraphrasing existing text” at 51.4%. At the same time, fewer students utilise technical features in the context of academic writing management, since “Reference and citation formatting” is chosen by 23.1% of the respondents.
In the in-depth interview, P1 and P6 focused their review of the examined platforms primarily on high-level cognitive and brainstorming features, using conversation-based tools as interactive assistants to break down the complexity of required research structures. Thus, P1 found the examined services to be highly efficient in assisting users with “brainstorming, outlining, grammar checking, and revision”, while P6 explained their use of the mentioned platforms, saying, “Actually, I use AI as a brainstorming partner. Instead of a blank space, I use it to break down the complex requirements of the project, too. Um, and this would actually help me a lot, uh, for the paragraph cohesion”. Further discussing structural layout and synthesis functions, P3 and P4 viewed the organisational capabilities of AI features positively, as they helped them with organising "the arrangement and arranging of ideas... after I used AI to help me, I think I know how to write better, as well as how to write more clearly”. On the other hand, P4 valued the connection-making capabilities of AI features as follows: “I will ask AI to help me connect complex structures to make my research more logical... It will give me more concise sentences... as well as more complex words and sentences”. Finally, concerning language-polishing and text-refining features, P2 and P5 were looking for capabilities that eliminated surface-level errors from texts. As P2 stated, “The one thing that makes me choose AI software is revising graphs, because I'm always making spelling mistakes”, while P5 stated that they used AI-based tools “specifically to see if I make any mistakes... [and] to correct the grammatical errors, or to correct the weird sentences”.
Table 6
Evaluation of AI Benefits of AI-Supported Writing
	
	Responses
	Percent of Cases

	
	N
	Percent
	

	AI benefits evaluated by EFL Juniorsa
	Improved writing structure
	106
	20.7%
	60.2%

	
	Quick grammar error reduction
	116
	22.7%
	65.9%

	
	Creative idea suggestions
	127
	24.9%
	72.2%

	
	Time savings in research
	113
	22.1%
	64.2%

	
	Increased writing confidence
	49
	9.6%
	27.8%

	Total
	511
	100.0%
	290.3%

	


Based on the specific benefits provided in the table above, cognitive and creativity help is the first benefit mentioned by most respondents. Particularly, the highest percentage of people mentioned “Creative idea suggestions” as the main advantage, with 72.2% (24.9% overall response percentage) mentioning this benefit specifically. Practical and structural help are also among the best advantages identified by the participants. Thus, the second highest rate was “Quick grammar error reduction” (65.9%), followed by “Time savings in research” (64.2%), and “Improved writing structure” (60.2%). At the same time, psychological help is relatively less widespread; only 27.8% chose “Increased writing confidence”.
For the in-depth interview, in terms of cognitive development, it is clear that participants noted that communication with AI helped them diversify their views on the subject and improve their analysis of particular issues. Thus, P1 noted that comparison of the two models helped him obtain mental clarity since platforms like DeepSeek became useful for “if I wanted another perspective or a different explanation of some point”. P2 obtained similar cognitive help when he was learning to navigate a quantitative tool; thus, according to him, AI helped because “I'm still using AI to learn how to use the analyser tool like SPSS... I have learned a way to use AI more effectively”. For language-driven enhancement, software served as a good linguistic scaffold that improved the academic quality of the text. For example, P1 stated that he was able to use “more advanced vocabulary which makes me sound more academic”, whereas P4 enjoyed “more concise sentences... as well as more complex words... to help me write more logical sentences”. Moreover, P6 mentioned that the analysis of the AI's work helped him express himself better: “By seeing how AI can help me to rephrase... I learned how to express my ideas”. Finally, in terms of workflow optimisation, AI was seen as convenient and efficient enough for time savings and structural improvements. P3 noticed that AI helped him improve both his skills and writing, making him “know how to write better, as well as how to write more clearly”; P4 agreed with this statement but focused on the time aspect: “It will give me quick answers, as well as save me time”.
4.3. EFL Juniors' Perceptions of Academic Integrity 
Table 7
Perceptions of Academic Integrity Awareness when Using AI Tools
	
	Mean
	Std. Deviation
	N

	AI tools increase my awareness of proper citations
	3.84
	.945
	176

	AI tools helped me distinguish between acceptable AI assistance and academic cheating.
	3.71
	.895
	176

	AI tools raise my awareness of plagiarism risks
	3.97
	.871
	176



Table 8
Reliability Statistics for the Scale
	Cronbach's Alpha
	N of Items

	.637
	3


Table 9
Cronbach’s Alpha Item-Total Statistics
	
	Scale Mean if Item Deleted
	Scale Variance if Item Deleted
	Corrected Item-Total Correlation
	Cronbach's Alpha if Item Deleted

	AI tools increase my awareness of proper citations
	7.68
	2.150
	.440
	.548

	AI tools helped me distinguish between acceptable AI assistance and academic cheating.
	7.81
	2.305
	.425
	.567

	AI tools raise my awareness of plagiarism risks
	7.55
	2.261
	.474
	.501



Descriptive measures in Table 7 show that there is high student agreement regarding the effectiveness of AI as a means to enhance ethical awareness. Indeed, the last item demonstrates the highest level of consensus among the group members: Students strongly agree that AI increases their awareness of plagiarism risks (M = 3.97, SD = .871). This result is followed by the item that AI boosts students’ awareness of citing practices (M = 3.84, SD = .945) and helps to differentiate between permissible and forbidden types of assistance (M = 3.71, SD = .895). In addition, the overall internal consistency of this 3-item sub-scale is verified in Table 8, returning a Cronbach’s Alpha value of .637. While moderate, this meets acceptable research thresholds for a concise behavioural sub-scale. Finally, the item-total statistics in Table 9 prove that all three variables correlate well with the overall scale, as corrected item-total correlations remain safely above .40. Removing any of the items would lower the overall Cronbach’s Alpha to values between .501 and .567, confirming that keeping all three statements provides the most reliable measurement framework.
Table 10
Academic Integrity’s Risks and Challenges 
	
	Mean
	Std. Deviation
	N

	AI for editing or paraphrasing in Project 2 is a violation of academic integrity
	3.39
	1.036
	176

	Over-reliance on AI tools may reduce my independent writing skills
	3.99
	.881
	176

	It is sometimes difficult to distinguish between my own ideas and AI-generated content.
	3.82
	.943
	176

	Reliance on AI tools for scaffolding in Project 2 increases the risk of unintentional academic dishonesty.
	3.96
	.824
	176

	Using AI-supported scaffolding in Project 2 provides an unfair advantage over peers who do not use it, affecting academic integrity.
	3.73
	1.004
	176


 
Table 11
Reliability Statistics for the Scale
	Cronbach's Alpha
	N of Items

	.686
	5




Table 12
Cronbach’s Alpha Item-Total Statistics
	
	Scale Mean if Item Deleted
	Scale Variance if Item Deleted
	Corrected Item-Total Correlation
	Cronbach's Alpha if Item Deleted

	AI for editing or paraphrasing in Project 2 is a violation of academic integrity
	15.51
	6.571
	.409
	.653

	Over-reliance on AI tools may reduce my independent writing skills
	14.91
	7.615
	.293
	.694

	It is sometimes difficult to distinguish between my own ideas and AI-generated content.
	15.07
	6.823
	.428
	.642

	Reliance on AI tools for scaffolding in Project 2 increases the risk of unintentional academic dishonesty.
	14.94
	6.882
	.522
	.607

	Using AI-supported scaffolding in Project 2 provides an unfair advantage over peers who do not use it, affecting academic integrity.
	15.16
	5.990
	.574
	.572



In Table 10, as for the hidden risks associated with the use of AI writing aids, the participants demonstrate that they are very much aware of this factor. In this regard, participants show the highest level of agreement with the item related to concern that excessive reliance on AI tools may hinder the development of students’ independent writing skills (M = 3.99, SD = .881). In addition, the statement that reliance on scaffolding provided by AI tools can contribute to unintentional academic dishonesty (M = 3.96, SD = .824). Furthermore, it appears to be fairly difficult for students to distinguish between original ideas and AI-generated content (M = 3.82, SD = .943). Moreover, it is worth mentioning that participants agree that using AI tools provides a competitive advantage in relation to peers who do not employ such means (M = 3.73, SD = 1.004). At the same time, the item with the lowest level of student agreement indicates that there are doubts whether editing and paraphrasing constitute academic dishonesty (M = 3.39, SD = 1.036). 
The overall internal consistency for this 5-item sub-scale is verified in Table 11, which shows a Cronbach’s Alpha value of .686. This coefficient indicates an acceptable level of reliability for an undergraduate perceptual survey, proving that the grouped questions reliably measure the negative ethical concerns and academic anxieties felt by students. Looking deeper into the scale dynamics, the item-total metrics in Table 12 show a generally solid relationship among the items, except for the second item, which displays a lower corrected item-total correlation of .293. Despite this weak link, removing this item would actually decrease the scale’s alpha to .694 when considering its theoretical importance to skill loss, while deleting strong items like the fourth and the fifth item would drop the reliability score down to .607 and .572, respectively. 
Concerning empirical distortion, the transcripts demonstrate numerous conflicts associated with severe algorithmic errors. For example, P1 reports encountering issues with the reliability of information provided by AI, claiming that “AI did not always give me reliable information because sometimes it gave me references that looked real, but when I checked them, they were actually inaccurate or invalid”. This problem is echoed by another participant, who reports that AI-based tools often fabricate academic reality, as P4 states that the software “provided inaccurate information as well as information it made up, and that cost me time to double-check it before including it in my paper”. Speaking about agentic erosion, the transcript analysis reveals instances where students resort to over-reliance on AI owing to excessive academic burden. Specifically, P2 reports that he/she was unable to independently draft papers during particularly busy weeks at university: “Sometimes I feel burnt out… So sometimes I just throw it on AI to write it for me”. Moreover, P3 notes that it is easy to relinquish cognitive control: “I realised that AI also understands. Sometimes, it understands better than me, so I let it do it”. Finally, in terms of structural unfairness, participants report concerns with regard to the ethical implications of AI writing and the mechanical nature of language generation. Thus, P1 warns that an unedited submission leads directly to “plagiarism”, whereas P3 mentions that copying prompts allows one to gain unfair advantages in the process of writing papers, as “it's not fair because that effort is just to copy a prompt and give it to AI to write. It's not the actual sentence that you use your talent to write”. 





4.4. EFL Juniors’ Strategies Recommendation to Maintain Academic Integrity
Table 13
Recommended Strategies for Maintaining Academic Integrity 
	
	Responses
	Percent of Cases

	
	N
	Percent
	

	AI strategies to support studentsa
	Clear of AI usage guidelines
	109
	18.4%
	61.9%

	
	Examples of acceptable AI use
	110
	18.5%
	62.5%

	
	AI citation instructions
	99
	16.7%
	56.3%

	
	Ethical discussions implementation
	105
	17.7%
	59.7%

	
	Teachers feedback
	107
	18.0%
	60.8%

	
	AI ethics training
	64
	10.8%
	36.4%

	Total
	594
	100.0%
	337.5%

	


From Table 13, it is evident that students prioritise pragmatic institutional and mentor guidance rather than training workshops. The most popular approach is to provide “Examples of acceptable AI use” (62.5% of the participants). Another top-rated strategy is to introduce “Clear of AI usage guidelines” (61.9%). Moreover, students’ top preferences include direct teacher guidance, such as “Teachers feedback” (60.8%) and “Ethical discussions implementation” (59.7%). Additionally, students are in need of instructions on AI citation (56.3%). Formal structured approaches, such as AI ethics training, are not as popular and are preferred by 36.4% of the students. The provided statistics prove that pragmatic examples, clear guidelines, and direct teacher feedback are required by the students for maintaining their academic integrity.
Table 14
Quality of Students' Recommendations
	
	EFL Juniors’ recommendation
	Total

	
	No Opinion
	Apprehensive 
Perspective
	Pragmatic Perspective
	Visionary Perspective
	

	Male
	Count
	12
	2
	28
	13
	55

	
	% within Gender
	21.8%
	3.6%
	50.9%
	23.6%
	100.0%

	Female
	Count
	12
	7
	74
	28
	121

	
	% within Gender
	9.9%
	5.8%
	61.2%
	23.1%
	100.0%

	Total
	Count
	24
	9
	102
	41
	176

	
	% within Gender
	13.6%
	5.1%
	58.0%
	23.3%
	100.0%



Analysing the details of the percentage distribution in Table 14, the most noticeable trend is the preference of both genders for the “Pragmatic Perspective”. Both the male and female subgroups demonstrate this preference at the highest percentages, 50.9% and 61.2%, respectively. Secondly, one can see the gender neutrality of the “Visionary Perspective” category as it also presents itself at almost equal rates, namely, 23.6% of the male respondents and 23.1% of the female respondents. Only minor differences exist among the other categories; the number of “No Opinion” responses among males is higher than the number of responses among females by 11.9%, and the “Apprehensive Perspective” is equally insignificant within both gender subgroups at 3.6% and 5.8%.
Regarding in-depth interviews, none of the participants was in favour of an outright ban on technologies in the classroom but advocated instead an educational model that would utilise AI technology as an aid to education under strict supervision. Thus, P2 stated, “You cannot ban your students from using AI… what we can do is show them the appropriate way to use it”. Similarly, P3 agreed and mentioned that it was essential to understand that it was up to students to apply AI properly and with proper supervision of the teachers, who observed whether it helped or harmed the process. P1 added, “without the rules, students may misuse AI or become too dependent”. Moreover, the students suggested strict checking rules and oral explanations to ensure their personal accountability in using this technology. As for P2, he shared his department's policy according to which “we have a rule that every paper, when checking the plagiarism point and academic similarity point, must be under 3%. This is a way you can ensure academic fairness and integrity”. Lastly, P6 suggested performing an oral verification test by stating, “be honest about using AI for editing. And so actually, if you can't explain the paper… in two minutes without AI. So it's not your paper… You need to rewrite it again”. 
5. Discussion
4.1. EFL Juniors’ employment of AI tools 
Both the survey and interview findings suggest that the use of AI tools has become a common practice among EFL Juniors, as more than 94% of participants use these solutions several times throughout a semester. Specifically, EFL Juniors consistently employ a number of different applications depending on the stage of writing a paper. High-level cognitive activities are performed using such solutions as ChatGPT (90.3%) and Gemini (81.3%), as both of these conversational models are used by students for topic brainstorming and idea generation. Literature analysis and text refinement are facilitated using source-focused applications like NotebookLM and automated rewriting software such as Quillbot (51.1%) and translation applications (39.8%). Finally, mechanical activities, such as proofreading for grammar and other errors, are aided using proofreading software like Grammarly. The most highly appreciated benefits of such digital scaffolding are related to creative thinking (72.2%) and considerable time-saving during research (64.2%). The combined use of conversational models for concept generation and automated software for surface editing generally aligns with Wood, Bruner, and Ross' (1976) theory of cognitive scaffolding, which suggests that temporary tools enable the performance of complicated activities beyond one's reach. Moreover, the extremely high use of ChatGPT and Gemini in this study corroborates the findings of Fetzer et al. (2025), according to whom generative models have swiftly become indispensable cognitive partners of university students around the globe.
4.2. EFL Juniors' Perceptions of Academic Integrity
According to the results, although the findings suggest that participants were generally aware of the automated help provided by technologies, their inner ethical guidelines are extremely strong. In fact, EFL Juniors view the submission of fully unedited AI content as an extremely unethical practice and would not import raw data to AI to automatically analyse it due to security reasons associated with data breaches. In order to preserve their unique voice and not rely too much on technologies, participants do their best to achieve the right balance by viewing AI tools merely as an assistant and rewriting suggestions made by it instead of blindly copying. Nevertheless, excessive university workload causes significant academic burnout in participants and, sometimes, forces them to step outside their boundaries and use AI-generated text to make things easier. Another problem identified in the course of data analysis pertains to AI hallucinations because students frequently encounter the issue of fabricated academic citations that cannot be considered valid or accurate. This behaviour pattern under the conditions of academic pressure corresponds to the situation fraud concept introduced by Sujeewa et al. (2020), which states that under high pressure (in the case of the study, it relates to academic burnout) and opportunities for unethical actions (in this situation, uncontrolled use of AI), ethics breaks down quite easily. Moreover, participants' concerns related to overdependence and lack of skills correspond to the prediction made by Selwyn (2014) regarding the de-skilling of learners using automated educational systems.
4.3. EFL Juniors’ Strategies Recommendation to Maintain Academic Integrity
Mixed methods data gathered provide compelling support for a learning approach that involves explicit guidance, practical examples, and verification by humans, not prohibitions that will only prove ineffective through technology. First, in the questionnaire, students mainly request examples of acceptable use of AI (62.5%), guidelines provided by departments (61.9%), and feedback provided by teachers (60.8%). Importantly, however, thematic analysis obtained in interviews offers further insight into why the survey respondents feel that way and provides an explanation of how these approaches may be employed. In particular, interviews conducted with P1 and P3 indicate that vague policies do not work; hence, departments should set clear boundaries between editing and text generation. In order to ensure personal responsibility, participants have recommended spending at least one or two classes on AI education (P2, P5) and using automated checking along with verification by a two-minute oral defence (P6). 
6. Conclusion
6.1. Major findings
Based on the findings obtained from the study employing a mixed method approach, it can be concluded that the role of artificial intelligence in facilitating the academic writing process of EFL Juniors in HUFLIT is a vital one, which is deeply rooted in their writing processes. Quantitative data indicate that almost all of EFL Juniors frequently employ different conversational models, including ChatGPT and Gemini, as well as automated editing programs, including QuillBot and Grammarly, in completing their research work. All those technological products function as efficient learning assistants that effectively alleviate the feeling of language anxiety, help save time, and enhance paragraph flow through proposing new vocabulary and more complex sentence structures. Nevertheless, the quick technological advancement poses many threats related to the integrity of students' work. They encounter many technical problems, such as AI hallucinations which invent totally fictional citations, as well as suffer from severe academic burnout that sometimes results in over-dependence on technology. Overall, despite the fact that EFL Juniors use various platforms to enhance linguistic abilities, they keep solid boundaries, not letting technology substitute their thoughts. 
6.2. Implications
The results of this study provide essential pedagogical implications that are relevant for the future of higher education in the time of generative AI technologies. Firstly, for the teacher, the normalisation of these tools across society calls for a transition from strict policing to practical classroom guidance. The teacher must be transparent and teach students about AI literacy through specific lectures and exercises showing examples of acceptable help from AI and unacceptable content creation. In addition, interactive oral defence sessions must be introduced to check students’ ability to learn independently. Secondly, from the perspective of curriculum design, the results imply the need for a total revamp of syllabi in terms of process rather than product evaluation. Curriculum designers must include AI literacy lessons in academic writing classes and focus on assessment criteria based on critical editing and verification of sources. Finally, for institutions, the fact that restrictive approaches do not work becomes clear. Universities need to have a strong honour code based on such elements as data privacy rules and clear examples of AI usage both in class and in assignments.
6.3. Limitations
Apart from providing an accurate and comprehensive analysis of the data, however, this study comes with additional limitations that have to be taken into account upon interpretation of its findings. First and foremost, data were gathered exclusively within the framework of one department of one institution, namely the Faculty of Foreign Languages at HUFLIT. Given the fact that this study focuses solely on a limited sample of 176 EFL Juniors in Vietnam, there is a possibility that the observed characteristics in terms of frequency of use, awareness, etc., would differ greatly for students who pursue education in other fields, such as business, law, engineering, etc., as well as students who take EFL courses at other institutions. Secondly, since the research is based solely on survey questions and voluntary in-depth interviews, social desirability bias can be considered an inherent limitation of the current study. Some participants could intentionally provide responses that would indicate less frequent AI use or adherence to rules concerning dishonesty at universities in order not to be penalised academically. Lastly, since this study only adopts the descriptive and cross-sectional approach, it is only possible to have a fleeting picture of student attitudes at one particular moment in time. Thus, we will not be able to make any causal connection between the variables, nor will we be able to observe their dynamic development through time.
6.4. Future research
With respect to extending the empirical conclusions obtained from the present research, three essential methodological recommendations for further research in the field of educational studies are to be mentioned. First, future research should involve longitudinal research to reveal whether a continued use of artificial intelligence tools during four years of college studies helps or hinders the development of an independent proficiency in English grammar and vocabulary, as well as critical thinking. Second, further studies need to carry out cross-university comparisons, employing more varied multi-university samples. Specifically, it would be helpful to identify whether differences in university policy on using AI tools affect students’ perceptions of academic integrity to different extents among various academic disciplines. Third, further investigation needs to conduct experiments, comparing the effect of different technological tools on EFL Juniors and their academic integrity. In particular, more research should focus on studying the unique effects of different software ecosystems in influencing the process of students; in particular, the automated literature mapping tools (Connected Papers, Research Rabbit, Litmaps) that help in synthesising texts, as well as statistical packages (SPSS, Stata, and JMP). Future studies may extend the present findings by employing more advanced statistical techniques or approaches. Future studies may develop and validate more comprehensive measurement scales through exploratory factor analysis (EFA) and confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to structurally analyse the actual underlying dimensions of digital literacy, ethical boundaries, and automated scaffolding dependencies in language learners.
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