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ABSTRACT
Artificial intelligence tools, especially Generative AI (GenAI), are increasingly used in higher education, particularly in academic writing skills. Among these tools, ChatGPT has become popular among university students because it can generate ideas, correct grammar, and help to organize essays. However, excessive reliance on ChatGPT may negatively influence students’ independent thinking and writing development. Since essay writing is an essential skill for English-major students, understanding the risks of overusing AI tools has become increasingly important. Therefore, this study was conducted to investigate the impacts of utilizing GenAI tools, especially ChatGPT, in essay writing among sophomores at the University of Foreign Languages and Information Technology (HUFLIT). The study involved the participation of 127 HUFLIT sophomores who had experience using ChatGPT in essay writing. The questionnaire of a 5-point Likert for 121 participants and the semi-structured interviews for six were administered to the students, examining four aspects: dependence on AI-generated content, reduction in independent idea generation, impact on critical thinking and the overall development of writing autonomy. The results revealed that students perceived the impact of overusing ChatGPT at a moderate level. The study focuses on evaluating the potential negative impacts and the level of student dependency on writing skills; in addition, several pedagogical implications were suggested to promote responsible AI use and support students’ independent writing development. 
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1. Introduction
1.1. Overview of the Background Information
	Artificial intelligence (AI) is rapidly transforming higher education, particularly through the integration of generative AI tools into teaching and learning practices. Recent research highlights that generative AI technologies, such as ChatGPT, are increasingly embedded in academic contexts to support writing instruction, provide automated feedback, and facilitate personalized learning experiences (Ding et al., 2026; Crosthwaite & Sun, 2025).
	In today’s globalized world, the field of English Language Studies (ELS) has gained greater significance, as English is widely used for international communication, education, and professional purposes. English-majored students are expected to develop proficiency in four main language skills: listening, speaking, reading, and writing. Writing is an essential skill in academic learning because it helps students organize ideas, develop arguments, and communicate their thoughts clearly (Flower & Hayes, 1981; Hyland, 2003; Wingate, 2012). Beyond educational contexts, writing is also important for professional and personal communication (Weigle, 2002). To write effectively, students majoring in English need not only grammatical knowledge and vocabulary but also the ability to generate ideas, organize content logically, think critically, and develop arguments coherently (Kellogg, 2008; Setyowati et al., 2020; Wingate, 2012).
	Because of these writing requirements, generative AI tools have become more relevant to English academic writing. ChatGPT is commonly used by students as a form of writing support because it can help them brainstorm ideas, plan essay structures, revise grammar, improve vocabulary, and receive immediate feedback on their drafts. Recent studies have shown that generative AI technologies are being integrated into higher education to support writing instruction, provide automated feedback, and facilitate personalized learning experiences (Crosthwaite & Sun, 2025; Ding et al., 2026). In EFL contexts, AI-assisted writing tools have also been reported to improve students’ writing performance and confidence (Jmaiel et al., 2025). However, the growing use of ChatGPT in essay writing also raises concerns about students’ dependence on AI-generated content and their ability to write independently. 
1.2. Problem Statement
	The use of ChatGPT has become common among HUFLIT sophomores in essay writing courses as it can assist them in key stages of the writing process such as generating ideas, planning essay outlines, organizing arguments, and improving word choices. When used appropriately, ChatGPT can function as a useful learning tool that supports students during the writing process; however, problems arise when students rely on ChatGPT too frequently and let it complete major parts of their essays for them. Instead of brainstorming and coming up with their own ideas and writing strategies, some students may depend on ChatGPT to provide ready-made content. 
	This over-reliance may reduce students’ opportunities to practice essential writing processes on their own. This lack of practice overtime may make them gradually become less capable of generating original ideas, organizing arguments logically, and evaluating the quality of their own writing. As a result, their independent writing competence may decline, which may then reduce their confidence when they are required to write essays without ChatGPT support. Furthermore, by allowing ChatGPT to organize arguments and generate content automatically, students may bypass important cognitive processes involved in developing their original reasoning. Recent studies have also warned that excessive dependence on ChatGPT can negatively affect students’ creativity, critical thinking ability, and long-term writing development (Zhang et al., 2024). Therefore, further investigation is needed to examine how the overuse of ChatGPT may affect HUFLIT sophomores’ ability to generate ideas, develop arguments, evaluate their own writing, and complete essay-writing tasks independently.
1.3. Objectives
	This study aims to investigate the potential risks associated with the overuse of generative AI tools in essay writing, with a specific focus on ChatGPT among HUFLIT sophomores. As ChatGPT is one of the most widely used generative AI tools for academic writing support, the study examines the extent to which students depend on ChatGPT-generated content during the writing process. It also explores how this dependence may influence their ability to generate ideas, develop arguments, and write more independently. Since academic essay writing requires active thinking, continuous practice, and independent decision making, the study seeks to determine whether the overuse of ChatGPT may limit students’ engagement in these essential writing processes. To achieve these objectives, the study is guided by the following research questions:
1. To what extent does overuse of ChatGPT lead to students’ dependence on AI-generated content in essay writing?
2. How does the excessive use of ChatGPT influence HUFLIT sophomores’ ability to think independently when developing arguments in essays?
1.4. Scope of the Study
	This study is limited to English Language Studies sophomores at HUFLIT who have used ChatGPT to support their English essay writing. The study focuses on students’ overuse of ChatGPT in essay-writing tasks because these tasks require a combination of cognitive and linguistic processes, including idea generation, argument development, content organization, language use, and revision. More specifically, it investigates students’ dependence on ChatGPT-generated content and how this dependence may affect their ability to think independently, develop arguments, self-edit, and complete essays without excessive support from ChatGPT.
	Drawing on Cognitive Load Theory, this study views academic essay writing as a cognitively demanding task in which students need to manage several processes simultaneously, such as understanding the topic, generating ideas, organizing arguments, selecting appropriate language, and revising their work. As these processes may create a high cognitive load, particularly for students who are still developing their academic writing ability, the overuse of ChatGPT may become problematic when they rely on the tool to handle demanding stages of essay writing rather than actively practicing the thinking and writing processes needed for independent writing.
II. Literature review
2.1. Definition
2.1.1 Generative AI
	The term Generative Artificial Intelligence (GenAI) refers to a branch of artificial intelligence that can produce new content based on patterns learned from large datasets. Unlike traditional AI systems that mainly classify, analyze, or predict existing information, GenAI is characterized by its ability to generate new outputs in different formats, including text, images, audio, video, and computer code, in response to user input (Wang et al., 2024; Xhaferi, 2024). Firstly, GenAI is characterized by its capacity to produce novel content by identifying and drawing on patterns learned from large-scale training datasets (Banh & Strobel, 2023; He et al., 2025). Secondly, as a prompt-based system, GenAI allows users to interact with it through instructions, questions, or requests, from which it generates relevant responses according to the given input (Banh & Strobel, 2023; Chen et al., 2025). Thirdly, text-based GenAI tools are often built on large language models, enabling them to process written language and produce coherent, human-like textual responses (Raza et al., 2025). Finally, because GenAI can create, revise, and transform information, it can support different forms of content production across various contexts (Banh & Strobel, 2023; Storey et al., 2025).
2.1.2. Over-reliance on Generative AI
	Over-reliance on Generative Artificial Intelligence (GenAI) refers to an excessive pattern of dependence in which users rely on GenAI tools to a degree that goes beyond normal support or assistance (Passi et al., 2024; Zhai et al., 2024). This form of reliance occurs when users frequently depend on AI-generated outputs to perform tasks, make decisions, or solve problems with limited personal judgment, critical evaluation, or independent effort (Parasuraman & Manzey, 2010; Zhai et al., 2024). It is characterized by the repeated use of GenAI as a primary source of answers or solutions rather than as a supplementary tool, which may lead users to accept generated outputs without sufficient verification or reflection (Passi et al., 2024). Over time, such dependence may reduce users’ cognitive engagement, as they become less involved in evaluating information, applying their own knowledge, and making independent decisions (Lee et al., 2025; Zhai et al., 2024). In this sense, over-reliance on GenAI can be defined as a problematic pattern of use in which excessive dependence on AI-generated support may weaken users’ independent thinking, judgment, and skill application.
2.1.3. Essay Writing
	Essay writing refers to a form of academic writing in which writers develop a central idea, organize supporting points, and present ideas in a clear, coherent, and structured written form (Bailey, 2025; Hamp-Lyons & Heasley, 2006; Hyland, 2019). Unlike informal writing, essay writing follows a structured format that usually includes an introduction, body paragraphs, and a conclusion. It requires writers to state a central idea, develop supporting points, connect ideas coherently, and use appropriate academic language to communicate meaning effectively (Alkamel & Alwagieh, 2024). In second language learning, essay writing is commonly understood as a complex writing task because learners need to combine language proficiency with composing skills during the writing process (Hyland, 2019; Weigle, 2002). This process involves several cognitive activities, including planning, generating ideas, organizing content, translating thoughts into written language, and reviewing or revising written work (Flower & Hayes, 1981; Kellogg, 2008). Therefore, essay writing is not simply the act of producing a written text; rather, it is a recursive process in which learners construct meaning, arrange ideas, and present their thoughts in a coherent academic form (Flower & Hayes, 1981; Hyland, 2019).
2.2. Theorical Framework
2.2.1. Cognitive Load Theory 
	John Sweller introduced Cognitive Load Theory (CLT) to explain how learners process information during learning. According to Sweller (1988), learners have limited working memory capacity, which means that they can only process a certain amount of information at one time. When a learning task requires too much mental effort, learning may become less effective. Cognitive Load Theory includes three types of cognitive load: intrinsic load, extraneous load, and germane load. Intrinsic load refers to the inherent difficulty of a task, extraneous load results from unnecessary or poorly presented information, and germane load refers to the mental effort devoted to processing, organizing, and constructing knowledge (Sweller, 1988; Sweller et al., 2011).
	Essay writing can be viewed as a cognitively demanding task because students need to manage several cognitive and linguistic processes within limited working memory. When writing an essay, they must generate ideas, organize arguments, use appropriate grammar and vocabulary, and maintain coherence across the text (Flower & Hayes, 1981; Jiang & Kalyuga, 2022). These demands may be particularly challenging for EFL students who are still developing both language proficiency and academic writing skills (Nawal, 2018; Jiang & Kalyuga, 2022). In this context, ChatGPT may reduce part of the immediate cognitive burden by providing language and content support (Patac & Patac, 2025). However, excessive reliance on ChatGPT may become problematic when students depend on the tool to complete demanding stages of essay writing, as this may reduce their engagement in the mental effort needed for idea development, argument construction, and self-revision (Lee et al., 2025; Zhai et al., 2024).
	In relation to the present study, Cognitive Load Theory provides a useful framework for explaining why the overuse of ChatGPT may affect students’ essay writing development. If students frequently rely on ChatGPT to handle cognitively demanding writing processes, they may reduce the learning-related mental effort needed to develop independent writing skills. Therefore, CLT helps clarify the connection between students’ dependence on ChatGPT, their cognitive engagement, and their ability to write essays independently.
2.2.2. Second Language Acquisition in Writing Essay
	Second Language Acquisition (SLA) refers to the process through which learners develop the ability to understand and use a language other than their first language. In the context of English essay writing, SLA is closely connected to how learners develop their linguistic knowledge, writing strategies, and ability to express ideas in a second or foreign language. Essay writing is not only a written product but also a learning process in which students apply grammar, vocabulary, sentence structures, and discourse knowledge to communicate meaning in an academic form. Through this process, learners have opportunities to notice language gaps, test their language use, and improve their control of written English (Krashen, 1982; Swain, 1985; Hyland, 2019).
	In second language essay writing, students are expected to apply their language knowledge while engaging in key writing processes such as generating ideas, organizing content, developing arguments, and revising their work. To produce an academic essay, they need to use grammar, vocabulary, and sentence structures accurately while also presenting ideas in a coherent and logical way. These activities support second language acquisition because learners actively use the target language to construct meaning rather than only receive language input. From this perspective, essay writing plays an important role in SLA as it allows learners to transform their language knowledge into written communication and gradually improve the accuracy, fluency, and complexity of their English. 
	SLA in essay writing provides a basis for understanding why students’ active involvement in the writing process is important. When students depend too heavily on ChatGPT to generate ideas, organize arguments, or produce written content, they may reduce their opportunities to practice using English independently. This may affect the language-learning value of essay writing, as students become less engaged in applying grammar, vocabulary, argumentation, and revision strategies by themselves. Therefore, this section helps explain why the overuse of ChatGPT in essay writing may influence not only students’ writing performance but also their development as second language learners.
2.3. Previous Research
	A study conducted by Mahapatra (2024) investigated the impact of ChatGPT on ESL students’ academic writing skills through a mixed-methods approach. The findings revealed that ChatGPT helped students improve grammar, vocabulary, and essay organization. In addition, students reported that the tool made idea generation and revision easier during the writing process. However, the study also found that some learners became overly dependent on AI-generated suggestions, which reduced their independent critical thinking and writing practice. Mahapatra emphasized that although AI tools can support language learning, excessive reliance on them may negatively affect students’ ability to develop writing skills independently.
	Bašić et al. (2023) explored the use of ChatGPT-3.5 as a writing assistant in students’ essay writing tasks. The researchers discovered that ChatGPT could quickly generate coherent and grammatically accurate essays, helping students complete writing tasks more efficiently. Despite these benefits, the study raised concerns about academic integrity, originality, and students’ ownership of ideas. The researchers argued that students who relied too heavily on AI-generated content might become less engaged in the writing process and less capable of producing authentic writing independently.
	Research by Boudouaia et al. (2024) focused on the effectiveness of ChatGPT-4 in improving EFL students’ writing performance. The findings indicated that students viewed ChatGPT-4 as a useful tool for brainstorming ideas, correcting grammar mistakes, and organizing essay structures. Furthermore, the use of AI assistance reduced students’ cognitive burden during complex writing tasks. However, the researchers also observed that students who depended excessively on AI support demonstrated lower levels of creativity and active participation in writing activities. The study suggested that AI should be used as a supportive learning tool rather than a substitute for students’ own thinking and writing processes.
	Yuan and Dao (2026) examined ESL tertiary learners’ engagement in ChatGPT-assisted second language writing. According to the findings, ChatGPT improved students’ grammar, coherence, and vocabulary use while also reducing anxiety during writing tasks. Nevertheless, the study revealed that some students became passive during the revision process because they relied heavily on AI-generated feedback instead of revising their essays independently. The researchers concluded that self-regulated learning skills play an important role in preventing excessive dependence on AI tools.
	In a Vietnamese educational context, Lai and Trinh (2025) investigated the effects of ChatGPT on the academic writing proficiency of English-major undergraduates. The results showed that ChatGPT positively influenced students’ grammar accuracy, vocabulary use, and motivation to write in English. Many participants believed that AI tools made writing tasks easier and more convenient. However, the researchers warned that excessive use of AI-generated assistance could weaken students’ independent writing abilities and critical thinking skills over time. They emphasized the importance of balancing AI support with independent learning practices.
2.4. Research Gap
	Previous studies have shown that generative AI tools such as ChatGPT can positively support students’ academic writing by improving grammar, vocabulary, organization, and writing efficiency (Mahapatra, 2024; Lai & Trinh, 2025). In addition, several researchers have found that AI-assisted writing can reduce students’ anxiety and cognitive burden during writing tasks (Boudouaia et al., 2024; Yuan & Dao, 2026). 
	Although many previous studies have discussed the benefits and challenges of using ChatGPT in writing, there are still several gaps in the existing literature. First, most studies mainly focused on the effectiveness of AI tools in improving writing performance rather than specifically examining the issue of over-reliance on generative AI tools. As a result, there is still limited understanding of how excessive dependence on AI may influence students’ independent writing abilities, cognitive engagement, and critical thinking skills over time.
	Second, many previous studies were conducted in general ESL or EFL contexts outside Vietnam. Only a small number of studies, such as Lai and Trinh (2025), focused on Vietnamese students. However, there is still limited research investigating the impacts of over-reliance on generative AI tools among Vietnamese university students, particularly sophomores majoring in English. Therefore, more research is needed to better understand how students in the Vietnamese educational context use AI tools in essay writing and how this dependence may affect their learning process.
	Finally, previous studies often emphasized either the positive or negative effects of ChatGPT separately, while few studies explored both aspects together within the context of academic essay writing. In addition, limited attention has been given to students’ personal experiences, perceptions, and behaviors related to AI dependence in writing tasks. Therefore, the current study aims to fill these gaps by exploring the impacts of over-reliance on generative AI tools in essay writing among HUFLIT sophomores, with a focus on students’ perceptions, writing experiences, and independent learning abilities.
III. Methodology 
3.1. Research design
	To collect data from participants in real time without the need for long-term observation, the study was designed as a cross-sectional survey with semi-structured interviews. This non-experimental design's primary advantage is its capacity to record the widespread application of ChatGPT as they naturally arise in the HUFLIT academic setting (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The researchers were able to observe sophomores' self-reported habits, experiences, and perceptions in their typical learning context by opting not to alter or control the learning conditions (Bryman, 2016).
	For the quantitative phase, a structured questionnaire served as the primary instrument for data collection. All items were presented through Likert-scale statements, allowing for a nuanced measurement of students’ attitudes toward AI reliance. The questionnaire focused on variables such as dependence on AI-generated content, reduction in independent idea generation, impact on critical thinking and argument development, and academic confidence and writing autonomy. In addition to the questionnaire, qualitative data was collected through semi-structured interview questions. This approach allowed participants to elaborate on their experiences, writing habits, perceived benefits, and worries about using ChatGPT in academic writing, resulting in rich and nuanced insights that quantitative measurements alone could not capture (Creswell and Poth, 2018). The semi-structured method guaranteed uniformity between interviews while also allowing participants to express their thoughts in greater depth and researchers to investigate emerging themes through follow-up questions (Kallio et al., 2016).
	The quantitative data was analyzed using SPSS to summarize participants' reactions to ChatGPT reliance in essay writing. Descriptive statistics, such as frequency, percentage, mean, and standard deviation, were employed to depict the general distribution of responses across questionnaire items. Furthermore, Cronbach's Alpha was used to assess the questionnaire scale's internal consistency (Field, 2018). Meanwhile, the qualitative interview data were evaluated thematically to discover common themes and perspectives connected to AI-assisted writing. The study's goal was to provide a clearer and more thorough assessment of the perceived influence of ChatGPT reliance on students' writing progress, critical thinking, and cognitive engagement (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).
3.2. Research context
	This study was conducted at the University of Foreign Languages - Information Technology (HUFLIT), a higher education institution in Vietnam where academic writing in English plays a central role in the curriculum. Established in 1994, HUFLIT has over three decades of experience in higher education and professional training, providing academic instruction and career-oriented development for numerous generations of students. The university is guided by the educational philosophy of “pursuing happiness and freedom based on morality and wisdom” and aims to develop globally competent citizens equipped with foreign language proficiency, technological literacy, and lifelong learning capabilities. Currently, HUFLIT consists of multiple faculties and offers a wide range of undergraduate and postgraduate programs across various disciplines.     
	Within this institutional context, the Faculty of Foreign Languages has become one of the university’s most prominent academic departments, with more than thirty years of development in language education and training. The faculty offers several language-related programs, including English Language Studies and Chinese Language Studies. The English Language major has attracted many students due to its diverse career opportunities in education, translation and interpretation, communication, business, and international working environments.
	In the context of the English Language Studies (ELS) program, academic writing is an important component of the curriculum. Essay writing courses help students develop academic communication, critical thinking, argument development, and professional language use. In addition, many specialized courses require students to complete written assignments that involve independent idea generation, information evaluation, and logical argument construction. Therefore, this context is relevant for investigating how dependence on ChatGPT may influence students’ writing development and cognitive engagement.
3.3. Participants
	Variables
	
	Number of participants
	Frequency

	Major
	Interpreting - Translating
	18
	14,9%

	
	Business English
	31
	25,6%

	
	English Language Teaching
	40
	33,1%

	
	Office Administration
	11
	9,1%

	
	English for Logistic
	10
	8,3%

	
	English - Chinese Bilingualism
	11
	9,1%

	Total
	121
	100%


Table 1. Demographic Information of Survey Participants
	The participants in this study consisted of 127 sophomores majoring in English Language Studies in the Faculty of Foreign Languages at Ho Chi Minh City University of Foreign Languages - Information Technology (HUFLIT). This total includes 121 questionnaire respondents and six additional interviewees who were recruited separately for the qualitative data. The researcher group selected the participants through convenience sampling from the population of English Language majors. The sample included sophomores from six specializations within the English Language program: (1) Interpreting and Translation, (2) Business English, (3) English Language Teaching, (4) Office Administration, (5) English for Logistics, and (6) English - Chinese Bilingualism. 
	Variables
	Number of interviewees
	Frequency

	Major
	English Language Teaching
	3
	50%

	
	Business English
	2
	33,3%

	
	English - Chinese Bilingualism
	1
	16,7%

	TOTAL
	6
	100%

	Interview Mode
	Face-to-face
	4
	66,7%

	
	Online
	2
	33,3%

	TOTAL
	6
	100%


Table 2. Demographic Information of Interview Participants
	The research group selected sophomores because they had recently completed essay writing courses, which constitute an important component of the English Language curriculum. At the time of the study, all participants had experience producing different types of academic essays and written assignments required in both writing and specialized subjects. In addition, all participants had prior experience using ChatGPT to support essay writing. During their coursework, they frequently used ChatGPT to generate ideas, create outlines, organize content, improve grammar, and check vocabulary when completing essay assignments assigned by their lecturers. Consequently, all participants are familiar with using ChatGPT as a writing support tool and are considered suitable for providing relevant information about their experiences with ChatGPT-assisted essay writing.
3.4. Research Instrument
	Two research tools were used in the study: semi-structured interview questions and a structured questionnaire. These instruments enabled the collection of both quantitative and qualitative data from HUFLIT sophomores. The research group developed instruments based on previous studies on AI-assisted learning, academic writing, critical thinking, and learner autonomy.
	The questionnaire consisted of two parts. The first part collected participants’ demographic information, including their specialization within the English Language program. The second part contained twelve closed-ended statements that measured students’ perceptions of the potential threats of ChatGPT overuse in essay writing. These statements were organized into four areas: dependence on AI-generated content, reduction in independent idea generation, impact on critical thinking and argument development, and academic confidence and writing autonomy. Participants responded to each statement using a five-point Likert scale ranging from “Strongly Disagree” to “Strongly Agree”. In addition to the questionnaire, our research group used semi-structured interview questions to obtain more detailed information about participants’ experiences and perceptions of using ChatGPT in essay writing. The interview questions focused on sophomores’ writing practices, their purposes for using ChatGPT, and their views on the influence of AI-assisted writing on their learning and writing development. The semi-structured format ensured consistency across interviews while allowing participants to elaborate on their experiences and perspectives.
3.5. Data Collection Procedures
	For the quantitative phase, the researchers distributed the questionnaire to 128 sophomores majoring in English Language Studies at HUFLIT. Data collection was conducted over a period of three weeks. At the end of the collection period, 121 valid responses were returned and included in the analysis. Before completing the questionnaire, participants were informed about the purpose of the study and assured that their responses would remain anonymous and confidential. Participation was entirely voluntary.
	In the qualitative data collection process, our research group conducted semi-structured interviews with six additional participants who were not part of the questionnaire sample. These participants are also sophomores majoring in English Language Studies at HUFLIT and had prior experience using ChatGPT for essay writing. Among them, three participants specialized in English Language Teaching, two specialized in Business English, and one specialized in English - Chinese Bilingualism. Four interviews were conducted face-to-face, while the remaining two were conducted online via Google Meet.
3.6. Data Analysis Procedures
	For the quantitative data, the research group analyzed the questionnaire responses using SPSS. First the data was coded and entered the software. The five-point Likert scale responses were coded from 1 to 5, with 1 representing “Strongly Disagree” and 5 representing “Strongly Agree.” The researchers then used descriptive statistics, including frequency, percentage, mean, and standard deviation, to summarize participants’ responses regarding the perceived threats of ChatGPT overuse in essay writing. Before further analysis, the reliability of the questionnaire was examined using Cronbach’s Alpha. This test was conducted to determine the internal consistency of the questionnaire items.
	For the qualitative data, the researchers analyzed the interview responses using thematic analysis. The recorded interviews were first transcribed. The researchers then read the transcripts several times to become familiar with the data. After that, meaningful responses were coded and grouped into recurring themes related to students’ experiences, habits, benefits, and concerns when using ChatGPT for essay writing. These themes were used to support and explain the quantitative findings.
	Finally, the researchers integrated the quantitative and qualitative results to provide a more comprehensive understanding of the perceived threats of ChatGPT overuse among HUFLIT sophomores. The quantitative findings showed the general tendencies in participants’ responses, while the qualitative findings provided deeper explanations of students’ personal experiences with AI-assisted essay writing.
4. Findings and Discussion
	This part presents and discusses the findings on HUFLIT sophomores’ over-reliance on ChatGPT in English essay writing. The four components of the analysis are Reliance on AI-Generated Content, Reduction in Independent Idea Generation, Impact on Critical Thinking and Argument Development and Academic Confidence and Writing Autonomy. Reliability coefficients, mean scores, standard deviations, and frequency distributions are all used in the discussion to find the key patterns in the responses from the sophomores.
	  	Aspects
	Number of Items
	Cronbach’s Alpha

	Reliance on AI-Generated Content
	3
	0,52

	Reduction in Independent Idea Generation 
	3
	0,57

	Impact on Critical Thinking and Argument Development 
	3
	0,46

	Academic Confidence and Writing Autonomy 
	3
	0,50


Table 3. Reliability Coefficients of the Four Aspects
4.1. Reliance on AI-Generated Content
	[bookmark: _Hlk213135645]Statements
	Frequency (%)
	 Mean
	Stand
Dev

	
	SD
	D
	N
	A
	SA
	
	

	1. I often rely on ChatGPT to generate ideas when writing English essays.
	5,8
	15,7
	16,5
	24,0
	38,0
	 3,73
	 1,28

	2. I feel it is difficult to write an essay without using ChatGPT.
	5,0
	13,2
	33,9
	35,5
	12,4
	 3,37
	 1,03

	3. I tend to use ChatGPT to help plan the structure of my English essays
	2,5
	7,4
	33,1
	37,2
	19,8
	 3,64
	 0,97

	Reliance on AI-Generated Content
	3,58
	


Table 4. Reliance on AI-Generated Content
	The first aspect examined sophomores’ dependence on ChatGPT for generating and organizing essay content. This dimension recorded Cronbach’s Alpha value of α = 0,52 and an overall mean score of M = 3,58, the highest among the four dimensions. Table 4 shows that students relied on ChatGPT mostly for idea generation, as the statement “I often rely on ChatGPT to generate ideas when writing English essays” received the highest mean score (M = 3,73) and with 62% of respondents choosing “Agree” or “Strongly Agree”. Another notable result is that 57% of sophomores agreed or strongly agreed that they used ChatGPT to plan the structures of their essays. These numbers indicate that ChatGPT was mainly used to support the early stages of essay writing, especially idea generation and organization.
	The interview data clarify how this dependence appeared in students’ actual writing practices. Several participants described ChatGPT as part of the early production stage of essay writing. One student explained that they used ChatGPT “especially when I do not know how to start” because it helped them feel “less stuck” and gave them “a clearer direction.” Another participant gave a similar account, stating that “the first thing I do is paste it into ChatGPT to get ideas because starting from a blank page is the hardest part for me.” These responses suggest that students did not use ChatGPT only for grammar correction or final editing; rather, it became involved in the generation and organization of essay content from the beginning. This indicates that students’ dependence was strongest at the stage where they needed to form initial ideas and structure their essays.
	From the perspective of Cognitive Load Theory (Sweller, 1988), students appeared to use ChatGPT primarily to reduce the cognitive demands associated with brainstorming and organizing ideas. While this strategy may lower the mental effort required during the initial stage of writing, frequent dependence on AI-generated ideas may also reduce opportunities for learners to actively construct their own ideas. This finding is generally consistent with previous studies, suggesting that ChatGPT is most beneficial when used as a support tool rather than as the primary source of content generation.
4.2. Reduction in Independent Idea Generation 
	[bookmark: _Hlk213137015]Statements
	Frequency (%)
	Mean
	Stand
Dev

	
	SD
	D
	N
	A
	SA
	
	

	4.I feel that frequent use of ChatGPT affects how I generate ideas independently.
	5,0
	11,7
	30,6
	28,1
	24,0
	3,55
	1,13

	5.I usually turn to ChatGPT when I need ideas for an essay
	5,8
	11,7
	34,2
	32,5
	15,8
	3,41
	1,08

	6. I tend to accept ChatGPT’s ideas instead of developing my own viewpoints.
	6,7
	10,0
	28,3
	30,0
	25,0
	3,57
	1,17

	Reduction in Independent Idea Generation
	3,51
	


Table 5. Reduction in Independent Idea Generation
	The reduction in independent idea generation was the subject of the second dimension. This recorded Cronbach’s Alpha value of α = 0,57 and an overall mean score of M = 3,51, suggesting a moderate tendency toward reduced independent idea development. Table shows that 55% of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed that they tended to accept ChatGPT’s ideas instead of developing their own viewpoints (M = 3,57). Similarly, more than half of the sophomores agreed that frequent use of ChatGPT affected how they generated ideas independently (52,1%, M = 3,55). Although the item about turning to ChatGPT when needing essay ideas had a slightly lower mean score (M = 3,41), nearly half of the respondents still agreed or strongly agreed.
	The qualitative responses provide a clearer picture of this shift in idea development. Interviewees repeatedly described a movement from self-generated ideas to AI-assisted idea selection. One participant reflected, “Before using ChatGPT, I had to think more carefully about the topic and try to come up with ideas by myself. But now, when I receive an essay topic, I usually ask ChatGPT first.”. Another student expressed this more directly “I have been completely outsourcing the brainstorming process.”. These comments indicate that ChatGPT may change the starting point of essay writing. Instead of beginning with independent brainstorming, some students first receive AI-generated options and then choose, modify, or assemble them. This helps explain why the survey results show a moderate reduction in independent idea generation because the problem is not that students never revise AI output, but that their initial thinking may increasingly depend on AI suggestions.
	Rather than indicating a complete loss of independent thinking, these findings suggest that students increasingly begin the writing process by consulting AI before generating their own ideas. This behavioral pattern may gradually reshape learners' cognitive engagement because AI becomes the starting point of idea generation rather than a supplementary resource. Consequently, the issue appears to concern the sequence of cognitive processing rather than the complete replacement of students' own ideas.
4.3. Impact on Critical Thinking and Argument Development
	Statements
	Frequency (%)
	Mean
	Stand
Dev

	
	SD
	D
	N
	A
	SA
	
	

	7. Overusing ChatGPT weakens my ability to analyze essay topics critically.
	3,3
	12,4
	30,6
	28,1
	25,6
	3,60
	1,10

	8. I find it harder to develop strong arguments without ChatGPT’s support.
	4,1
	13,2
	32,2
	38,8
	11,6
	3,40
	1,00

	9. My essays rely more on ChatGPT’s reasoning than my own critical thinking.
	7,4
	8,3
	31,4
	35,5
	17,4
	3,47
	1,10

	Impact on Critical Thinking and Argument Development
	3,49
	


Table 6. Impact on Critical Thinking and Argument Development
	The third dimension explored how students perceived the influence of ChatGPT on their critical thinking and argument development. With Cronbach’s Alpha value of α = 0,46 and an overall mean score of M = 3,49, the results suggest a moderate level of perceived impact. Among the items in this dimension, the strongest response was found in the statement that overusing ChatGPT weakened students’ ability to analyze essay topics critically (M = 3,60) with 53,7% of respondents selecting agree or strongly agree. A similar pattern appeared in the item concerning reliance on ChatGPT’s reasoning, where 52,9% of students agreed or strongly agreed that their essays depended more on ChatGPT’s logic than on their own critical thinking (M = 3,47).The mean score for the statement about finding it harder to develop strong arguments without ChatGPT also remained above the neutral point (M = 3,40). These results indicate that students recognized ChatGPT’s influence not only on essay content but also on the reasoning process behind their writing.
	The interview responses provide further insight into how this influence appeared in students’ writing practices. Some participants described a decline in their own analytical engagement when ChatGPT was used too heavily. One student admitted, “I feel like it kind of bypasses my critical thinking” explaining that instead of evaluating perspectives independently, they asked ChatGPT to generate “pros and cons” or “counterarguments.” Another student similarly stated that their critical thinking was limited to judging “whether the AI's summary is suitable for the essay.”. These comments suggest that, for some students, ChatGPT shifted their role from actively constructing arguments to selecting and adjusting AI-generated reasoning. At the same time, the interviews also showed that ChatGPT did not affect all students in the same way. While some used it passively, others used it more critically. One participant explained: “It helps me see the counterarguments so I can make my actual essay way stronger.”. This contrast suggests that ChatGPT’s impact on critical thinking depends largely on how students engage with the tool. When students rely on it to produce ready-made reasoning, it may reduce independent analysis. However, when they use it to test, question, or refine their arguments, it can become a useful tool for strengthening critical thinking and argument development.
	The interview findings also reveal that the impact of ChatGPT is not uniform across learners. Students who actively questioned, evaluated, and modified AI-generated responses appeared to maintain higher levels of critical engagement than those who accepted the suggestions with minimal reflection. This difference suggests that the educational impact of ChatGPT depends largely on how students regulate their interaction with the technology rather than on the technology itself. From the perspective of Cognitive Load Theory, reducing cognitive effort is beneficial only when learners continue to invest sufficient germane cognitive resources in constructing their own understanding.
4.4. Academic Confidence and Writing Autonomy 
	Statements
	Frequency (%)
	Mean
	Stand
Dev

	
	SD
	D
	N
	A
	SA
	
	

	10. Excessive use of ChatGPT decreases my confidence in my own writing ability.
	5,0
	9,2
	37,8
	30,3
	17,6
	3,46
	1,05

	11. I feel less independent as a writer when I rely too much on ChatGPT.
	4,2
	15,0
	30,0
	41,7
	9,2
	3,37
	0,99

	12. I worry that overusing ChatGPT may negatively affect my long-term writing skills.
	5,8
	12,4
	28,1
	32,2
	21,5
	3.51
	1,13

	Academic Confidence and Writing Autonomy 
	3,44
	


Table 7. Academic Confidence and Writing Autonomy
	The fourth aspect considered how ChatGPT use relates to students’ academic confidence and sense of writing autonomy. This aspect shows Cronbach’s Alpha value of α = 0,50 and had the lowest overall mean score among the four criteria (M = 3,44). Although this suggests that the influence of ChatGPT on confidence and autonomy was not as strong as its influence on idea generation or argument development, the results still point to a noticeable concern. More than half of the sophomores (53.7%) agreed or strongly agreed that overusing ChatGPT might negatively affect their long-term writing skills (M = 3,51). In addition, 47,9% of students reported that excessive use of ChatGPT decreased their confidence in their own writing ability (M = 3,46), while 50,9% felt less independent as writers when relying too much on the tool (M = 3,37). These figures suggest that students were aware of the possible impact of ChatGPT on their development as independent academic writers.
	The interview data provides a more detailed explanation of this pattern. For many students, ChatGPT was attractive because it made essay writing more efficient and manageable. One participant explained, “I use ChatGPT to maximize my efficiency. With multiple assignments due in the same week, I don't have the luxury to spend days on one paper.”. Another student described the writing process with ChatGPT as “much less stressful, much faster.”. These responses show why students continue to depend on the tool, because it helped them reduce academic pressure, complete assignments more quickly, and feel more secure about the quality of their work. However, the same convenience also appeared to create a weaker sense of ownership and independence for some students. One participant referred to ChatGPT as a “safety net” suggesting that the tool had become something they depended on for reassurance. A stronger expression of dependence appeared in another response: “Without AI, I have no confidence.”. Similarly, one student admitted, “I don't feel like I own the essay.”. These comments reveal that the problem is not only whether ChatGPT helps students produce better essays, but whether students still feel capable of writing without its support. Therefore, while ChatGPT offers clear academic convenience, repeated reliance on it may gradually reduce students’ confidence, independence, and sense of authorship in their own writing.
	Although ChatGPT helped students complete assignments more efficiently, the qualitative findings indicate that prolonged dependence may gradually weaken learners' confidence in their own writing ability. The issue therefore extends beyond writing performance to students' perceptions of themselves as independent academic writers. This observation is consistent with previous research highlighting that excessive reliance on AI may reduce learners' sense of ownership and autonomy despite improving short-term writing efficiency.
5. Conclusion
5.1. Implications
	The aim of the current study is to investigate the perceived threats of overusing ChatGPT in essay writing among HUFLIT sophomores majoring in English Language Studies. Based on the survey and interview results, some implications for teaching and learning are drawn as follows.
	Firstly, the strong tendency to rely on ChatGPT in the early stages of essay writing emphasizes the need for students to use the tool as a form of support rather than a replacement for independent thinking. Thus, students should be encouraged to take responsibility for the content, logic, coherence, and personal voice of their essays, even when ChatGPT is used for brainstorming, outlining, grammar checking, or idea refinement. In addition, the habit of critically evaluating and revising AI-generated suggestions may help students avoid accepting ready-made ideas too passively. As a result, students can benefit from AI assistance while still maintaining their independence as academic writers.
	In addition, the findings suggest that lecturers play an important role in guiding students toward responsible AI use. Since many students have already included ChatGPT in their writing process, writing instruction should not only focus on the final essay but also on how students generate ideas, evaluate arguments, revise content, and make independent writing decisions. Thus, lecturers need to help students distinguish between using ChatGPT as useful support and depending on it excessively. 
5.2. Limitations
	Some limitations of the current study should also be acknowledged. First, the study was conducted only with HUFLIT sophomores majoring in English Language Studies, so the findings may not fully represent students from other academic years, majors, or institutions. Second, the questionnaire relied on students’ self-reported responses, which means that the results reflected their perceptions rather than direct evidence of their actual writing behavior. Third, the number of interview participants was limited, so the qualitative findings could not cover the full range of students’ experiences with ChatGPT in essay writing. In addition, the reliability coefficients of some questionnaire aspects were relatively modest, which suggests that the results should be interpreted as exploratory rather than conclusive.
5.3. Recommendations
	Keeping ChatGPT as an enabler rather than a substitute for real-life learning, universities must move from passive uses of it to structured educational frameworks. Firstly, educators need practical rules to ensure ChatGPT is treated as a basic learning tool, not a shortcut for outsourcing thought. Rather than just grading a completed paper, faculty can structure assignments to require clear evidence of active problem-solving. When students are required to submit independent brainstorming notes, rough drafts, and self-reflection logs, they are forced to stay cognitively engaged. This prevents them from using AI to skip vital critical thinking steps. Furthermore, future studies should look past the cross-sectional framework applied here and transition toward longitudinal methods. Tracking English majors across consecutive semesters would offer far deeper insights into the long-term learning consequences that AI overuse has on writing independence. Following English language students over multiple semesters will offer far deeper insights into the long-term learning consequences that AI dependency has on writing independence and structural language growth.
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Appendix A
QUESTIONNAIRE
Dear Sophomores,
We are currently students of the Faculty of English Language at Ho Chi Minh City University of Foreign Languages and Information Technology (HUFLIT).
At present, we are taking the Research 2 course and have a strong interest in the use of artificial intelligence in education, particularly in the field of essay writing. Therefore, our research team has decided to conduct a study entitled “The Threats of Overusing ChatGPT on HUFLIT Sophomores in Essay Writing.”
We would greatly appreciate it if you could spare a few minutes of your valuable time to participate in our research by answering the questions in the survey below.
Your participation in this questionnaire is highly valuable to us. All responses will remain confidential and will only be used for academic purposes We look forward to your valuable cooperation and contributions!
Thank you very much!
I. PERSONAL INFOMATION
1. What is your major?
1. Interpreting - Translating
2. Business English
3. English Language Teaching
4. Office Administration
5. English for Logistic
6. English - Chinese Bilingualism
|_| 1
|_| 2
|_| 3
|_| 4
|_| 5
|_| 6
II. The Threats of Overusing ChatGPT on HUFLIT’s Sophomores in Essay Writing
Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statements about overuse of ChatGPT in essay writing
1. Strongly Disagree 
2. Disagree 
3. Neutral 
4. Agree 
5. Strongly Agree 
Section A: Reliance on AI-generated Content 
	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	1. I often rely on ChatGPT to generate ideas when writing English essays.
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|

	2. I feel it is difficult to write an essay without using ChatGPT.
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|

	3. I tend to use ChatGPT to help plan the structure of my English essays
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|


	
Section B: Reduction in Independent Idea Generation 
	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	4. I feel that frequent use of ChatGPT affects how I generate ideas independently.
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|

	5. I usually turn to ChatGPT when I need ideas for an essay
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|

	6. I tend to accept ChatGPT’s ideas instead of developing my own viewpoints.
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|



Section C: Impact on Critical Thinking and Argument Development 
	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	7. Overusing ChatGPT weakens my ability to analyze essay topics critically.
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|

	8. I find it harder to develop strong arguments without ChatGPT’s support.
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|

	9. My essays rely more on ChatGPT’s reasoning than my own critical thinking.
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|



Section D: Academic Confidence and Writing Autonomy 
	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	10. Excessive use of ChatGPT decreases my confidence in my own writing ability.
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|

	11. I feel less independent as a writer when I rely too much on ChatGPT.
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|

	12. I worry that overusing ChatGPT may negatively affect my long-term writing skills.
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|
	|_|




Appendix B
Semi-structured Interview Questions
1. How do you usually use Generative AI tools such as ChatGPT when writing essays?
Possible follow-up questions:
- At which stage of essay writing do you usually use ChatGPT? (brainstorming, outlining, writing, editing)
- Do you usually modify ChatGPT’s answers or use them directly? Why?
2. Do you think relying too much on ChatGPT affects your ability to develop your own ideas and write independently? Why or why not?
Possible follow-up questions:
- Do you feel less confident writing essays without ChatGPT? Why?
- How has your writing process changed since you started using ChatGPT?
3. How does using ChatGPT influence your critical thinking during the essay-writing process?
Possible follow-up questions:
- Do you usually check whether ChatGPT’s information is correct? How?
- Do you compare ChatGPT’s answers with other sources such as textbooks or teacher feedback?
4. Do you think using ChatGPT has changed your essay-writing skills? Why or why not?
Possible follow-up questions:
- How different is your writing process now compared to before using ChatGPT?
- Do you still practice writing essays by yourself without AI support? Why or why not?







	


















	















	


Major Revision Draft for Chapters 1–3
Reviewer-oriented revisions to incorporate:

Chapter 1:
- Add a transition before Research Questions: 'To address these objectives, the present study seeks to answer the following research questions.'
- Add one paragraph at the end of Problem Statement emphasizing the cognitive consequences of AI over-reliance in Vietnamese EFL contexts.
Chapter 2:
- Retain all cited studies but add synthesis paragraphs at the end of Previous Studies.
- Strengthen Research Gap by emphasizing limited evidence on cognitive engagement, CLT+SLA perspective, and Vietnamese EFL context.
Chapter 3:
- Add methodological triangulation statement in Research Design.
- Correct program names: 'Interpreting and Translation'; 'English for Logistics'.
- Add content validity statement in Instruments.
- Add ethics statement in Data Collection.
- Specify Braun & Clarke (2006) six-phase thematic analysis.
- Add cautionary paragraph that low Cronbach's Alpha means findings are exploratory and interpreted alongside qualitative evidence.

