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Investigating Students’ Informal Use of AI Tools during University English Classes

DOI: 

Abstract: The rapid proliferation of artificial intelligence (AI) tools has transformed how university students engage with English learning, often beyond formal instructional designs. This qualitative study investigates students’ informal use of AI tools during university English classes and examines how they interpret the role of these tools in shaping their learning experiences and classroom engagement. Drawing on classroom observations and semi-structured interviews, the study explores the ways students independently integrate AI tools such as translation, paraphrasing, and generative assistance to support comprehension, participation, and task completion in real time. The findings reveal that students employ AI tools strategically to manage linguistic challenges, maintain engagement, and enhance confidence, while simultaneously negotiating concerns related to overreliance and academic norms. Students generally perceive AI as a supportive, complementary resource rather than a substitute for instruction or effort. By foregrounding informal and learner-initiated AI use, this study contributes to current discussions on AI integration in English language education, highlighting the importance of recognizing students’ everyday practices and perspectives when developing pedagogical and policy responses to AI-enhanced learning environments.
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INTRODUCTION
The rapid development and widespread availability of artificial intelligence (AI) technologies have profoundly influenced educational contexts, including English language classrooms. Among these technologies, AI tools such as language generation models, translation software, paraphrasing applications, and speech recognition systems have become increasingly accessible to students, offering new possibilities for learning, interaction, and engagement (Kasneci et al., 2023). While the integration of AI in formal instructional design has been explored in various studies (Monib et al., 2025;

ADDIN CSL_CITATION {"citationItems":[{"id":"ITEM-1","itemData":{"DOI":"10.1080/10494820.2023.2208170","ISSN":"1049-4820","abstract":"Technology and artificial intelligence (AI) advancements are increasingly impacting second language (L2) learning, particularly in writing skills development. Motivated students seeking writing feedback can benefit from AI implementation, with writing feedback literacy being crucial for effective use. Engaged students with specific writing goals benefit from ongoing practice and learning to attain high-quality outcomes, whether from formal or informal settings such as AI application. AI's integration into L2 education underscores the need to comprehend its role in improving L2 writing engagement, writing feedback literacy, and writing outcome. A mixed-method study was conducted, which involved 46 students at the upper-intermediate level. The student cohort was divided into two groups for the purpose of the study. One group was designated the control group, while the other was the experimental group, each comprising 23 students. By using Wordtune, an AI-based application, the experimental group was able to significantly improve their writing outcomes, engagement, and feedback literacy when compared to the control group. Furthermore, the Wordtune application received positive feedback from students interviewed about its ability to improve their writing outcomes, engagement, and feedback literacy. These findings will contribute to our understanding of AI in L2 learning and inform instructional considerations for Wordtune's application.","author":[{"dropping-particle":"","family":"Rad","given":"Hanieh Shafiee","non-dropping-particle":"","parse-names":false,"suffix":""},{"dropping-particle":"","family":"Alipour","given":"Rasoul","non-dropping-particle":"","parse-names":false,"suffix":""},{"dropping-particle":"","family":"Jafarpour","given":"Aliakbar","non-dropping-particle":"","parse-names":false,"suffix":""}],"container-title":"Interactive Learning Environments","id":"ITEM-1","issued":{"date-parts":[["2023","5","3"]]},"page":"1-21","title":"Using artificial intelligence to foster students’ writing feedback literacy, engagement, and outcome: A case of Wordtune application","type":"article-journal"},"uris":["http://www.mendeley.com/documents/?uuid=062c6c65-70ae-4887-9fa7-dc708d7d36f1"]}],"mendeley":{"formattedCitation":"(Rad et al., 2023)","manualFormatting":" Rad et al., 2023)","plainTextFormattedCitation":"(Rad et al., 2023)","previouslyFormattedCitation":"(Rad et al., 2023)"},"properties":{"noteIndex":0},"schema":"https://github.com/citation-style-language/schema/raw/master/csl-citation.json"} Rad et al., 2023), less attention has been paid to the informal, self-directed use of AI tools by students during classroom activities. Understanding these informal practices is essential, as students’ spontaneous use of AI can significantly shape their learning experiences, strategies, and engagement, yet remains largely under-researched.

Informal technology use in educational settings refers to students’ self-initiated, autonomous engagement with digital tools, which occurs outside of structured or mandated instructional activities (Kusuma et al., 2024). In the context of English language learning, informal use can encompass a wide range of behaviours, including using AI for vocabulary support (Javaid et al., 2023), drafting or revising writing tasks (Oates & Johnson, 2025), summarizing or paraphrasing texts (Jiang, 2022), translating materials (Aler Tubella et al., 2024), or supporting oral communication (Fitriati & Williyan, 2025). These practices reflect a learner-driven approach in which students actively negotiate the affordances of technology to meet their individual learning needs. By studying informal AI use, researchers can gain insight into students’ agency, adaptive strategies, and decision-making processes, which are central to understanding how AI shapes contemporary learning environments.

Existing literature on AI in language education has primarily focused on formal integration within curriculum design. For instance, AI-powered writing assistants and language generation tools have been studied in the context of classroom assignments, automated feedback, and teacher-guided activities (Demartini et al., 2024;

ADDIN CSL_CITATION {"citationItems":[{"id":"ITEM-1","itemData":{"DOI":"10.24815/siele.v11i2.35875","ISSN":"2461-0275","abstract":"The increasing use of tools that assist English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners in achieving writing fluency has drawn attention to the rapidly evolving role of AI in education. This study evaluates an AI-generated writing assistant in English language learning, that is the ParagraphAI text generator, focusing on its potential impact and effectiveness for L2 learners’ writing skills. This AI-powered writing software curates writing content according to writers’ preferences. Four seventh-semester EFL students were selected using homogeneous purposive sampling. Data collection involved tests and questionnaires, with subsequent analysis including text comparison to measure Lexical Diversity indices, followed by descriptive analysis. The results indicate that while the AI writing assistant aids in correcting grammatical errors and enhancing text cohesion and coherence, it lacks content density at times. In some instances, the intended message and thoughts of the students were not effectively conveyed, leading to the inclusion of ideas unrelated to the initial topic. This study underlines the importance of considering linguistic and content-related aspects in evaluating AI-generated writing assistants. While the tool enhances grammatical accuracy and structural coherence, further refinement is needed to address deficiencies in content density. The analysis of four seventh-semester EFL students offers valuable insights into the evolving AI in education, prompting considerations for optimizing these tools to better meet the diverse needs of language learners and educators.","author":[{"dropping-particle":"","family":"Rahmi","given":"Regina","non-dropping-particle":"","parse-names":false,"suffix":""},{"dropping-particle":"","family":"Amalina","given":"Zahria","non-dropping-particle":"","parse-names":false,"suffix":""},{"dropping-particle":"","family":"Andriansyah","given":"Andriansyah","non-dropping-particle":"","parse-names":false,"suffix":""},{"dropping-particle":"","family":"Rodgers","given":"Adrian","non-dropping-particle":"","parse-names":false,"suffix":""}],"container-title":"Studies in English Language and Education","id":"ITEM-1","issue":"2","issued":{"date-parts":[["2024","6","12"]]},"page":"998-1012","title":"Does it really help? Exploring the impact of Al-Generated writing assistant on the students’ English writing","type":"article-journal","volume":"11"},"uris":["http://www.mendeley.com/documents/?uuid=87be5d39-3926-4a49-860b-b6bd38fc7fb5"]}],"mendeley":{"formattedCitation":"(Rahmi et al., 2024)","manualFormatting":" Rahmi et al., 2024;","plainTextFormattedCitation":"(Rahmi et al., 2024)","previouslyFormattedCitation":"(Rahmi et al., 2024)"},"properties":{"noteIndex":0},"schema":"https://github.com/citation-style-language/schema/raw/master/csl-citation.json"} Rahmi et al., 2024;

ADDIN CSL_CITATION {"citationItems":[{"id":"ITEM-1","itemData":{"DOI":"10.1177/00336882221094089","ISBN":"0033688222","ISSN":"0033-6882","abstract":"Artificial intelligence (AI) technologies have contributed significantly to the advancement of society. In recent years, AI-powered writing assistants have received increasing attention among English as a Foreign Language (EFL) communities. However, most of these digital writing tools focus on the revision and editing stages. Few digital tools are developed to help users during the writing process, such as assisting users in formulating or translating their ideas into writing. Wordtune is an AI-powered writing assistant that understands the writer’s ideas and suggests options for rewriting them using different tones (e.g. casual, formal) and lengths (e.g. shorten, expand). This tool can help EFL writers maintain a continuous flow and learn useful ways to express their ideas in written English. This tech review aims to provide an overview of Wordtune and its affordance in English writing for EFL writers, while also addressing the benefits and limitations of this technology.","author":[{"dropping-particle":"","family":"Zhao","given":"Xin","non-dropping-particle":"","parse-names":false,"suffix":""}],"container-title":"RELC Journal","id":"ITEM-1","issue":"3","issued":{"date-parts":[["2023","12","2"]]},"page":"890-894","title":"Leveraging artificial intelligence (AI) technology for English writing: Introducing Wordtune as a digital writing assistant for EFL writers","type":"article-journal","volume":"54"},"uris":["http://www.mendeley.com/documents/?uuid=3702f8d4-c1d2-4a78-9138-75fee0978521"]}],"mendeley":{"formattedCitation":"(Zhao, 2023)","manualFormatting":" Zhao, 2023)","plainTextFormattedCitation":"(Zhao, 2023)","previouslyFormattedCitation":"(Zhao, 2023)"},"properties":{"noteIndex":0},"schema":"https://github.com/citation-style-language/schema/raw/master/csl-citation.json"} Zhao, 2023). Similarly, AI-supported speaking and listening applications have been explored as scaffolds for pronunciation, fluency, and real-time comprehension, typically within structured instructional frameworks (Akinsemolu & Onyeaka, 2025;

ADDIN CSL_CITATION {"citationItems":[{"id":"ITEM-1","itemData":{"DOI":"10.17507/tpls.1305.21","ISSN":"2053-0692","abstract":"Professionals are implementing artificial intelligence (AI) technology in different fields owing to its diverse uses and benefits. Similarly, AI professionals are also beginning to implement AI technology in foreign-language education and second-language learning. Therefore, through a systematic literature review, this paper analyzes the role of AI in helping learners of a second language to master pronunciation. A detailed and in-depth search of different well-known databases was conducted, and of 116 articles, only 39 were selected for this paper. AI algorithms can advance language learning and acquisition in almost every dialect and could be significant for different parties in different ways. For example, organizations could utilize AI technology to develop their workers’ knowledge; individual learners could use AI technology to facilitate their studies anywhere and anytime; and traditional learning institutions could incorporate AI-powered methods of language learning to diversify learners’ opportunities. There are many benefits to employing AI in language learning, particularly in second-language learning.","author":[{"dropping-particle":"","family":"Almelhes","given":"Sultan A.","non-dropping-particle":"","parse-names":false,"suffix":""}],"container-title":"Theory and Practice in Language Studies","id":"ITEM-1","issue":"5","issued":{"date-parts":[["2023","5","1"]]},"page":"1259-1269","title":"A review of artificial intelligence adoption in second-language learning","type":"article-journal","volume":"13"},"uris":["http://www.mendeley.com/documents/?uuid=8be6b099-d055-4e58-80f6-d185688cf9ac"]}],"mendeley":{"formattedCitation":"(Almelhes, 2023)","manualFormatting":" Almelhes, 2023;","plainTextFormattedCitation":"(Almelhes, 2023)","previouslyFormattedCitation":"(Almelhes, 2023)"},"properties":{"noteIndex":0},"schema":"https://github.com/citation-style-language/schema/raw/master/csl-citation.json"} Almelhes, 2023;

ADDIN CSL_CITATION {"citationItems":[{"id":"ITEM-1","itemData":{"DOI":"10.1002/berj.70062","ISSN":"0141-1926","abstract":"This study examines the intricate relationship between second language (L2) speaking anxiety and its subsequent impacts on pronunciation anxiety, perceived task load, speaking performance, and academic enjoyment within the context of metaverse‐mediated English language learning, amidst the changing landscape of immersive technologies. The study examines a crucial issue: how virtual environments, despite promoting genuine interaction, may unintentionally exacerbate emotional barriers to L2 oral proficiency. A total of 117 high school students, aged 14–17 and possessing B1–B2 proficiency levels, participated in a structured debate task on Spatial.io, a three‐dimensional metaverse platform that simulates a virtual conference hall featuring personalized avatars and spatial audio. Using a quantitative cross‐sectional design, data were collected through validated instruments and analysed using partial least squares structural equation modelling (PLS‐SEM) in SmartPLS 4, with bootstrapping (5000 resamples) employed to address non‐normal distributions. The findings suggest that increased L2 speaking anxiety is a significant predictor of heightened pronunciation anxiety and perceived task load, while also having substantial negative impacts on speaking performance and enjoyment of academic activities. These pathways highlight the metaverse's socio‐technical affordances as a double‐edged sword: they boost engagement through immersive embodiment while increasing anxiety due to real‐time evaluative pressures, ultimately compromising fluency and positive affect. As a result, the findings support the implementation of innovative interventions, including AI‐integrated scaffolding and anxiety‐reducing protocols (such as pre‐task mindfulness modules or adaptive avatar feedback), to enhance metaverse platforms for equitable L2 oral development.","author":[{"dropping-particle":"","family":"Çelik","given":"Ferdi","non-dropping-particle":"","parse-names":false,"suffix":""},{"dropping-particle":"","family":"Baturay","given":"Meltem Huri","non-dropping-particle":"","parse-names":false,"suffix":""},{"dropping-particle":"","family":"Yastıbaş","given":"Ahmet Erdost","non-dropping-particle":"","parse-names":false,"suffix":""},{"dropping-particle":"","family":"Namaziandost","given":"Ehsan","non-dropping-particle":"","parse-names":false,"suffix":""},{"dropping-particle":"","family":"Ersanlı","given":"Ceylan Yangın","non-dropping-particle":"","parse-names":false,"suffix":""}],"container-title":"British Educational Research Journal","id":"ITEM-1","issued":{"date-parts":[["2025","11","11"]]},"title":"Modelling the complex dynamic effect of L2 speaking anxiety in metaverse on students' academic enjoyment, pronunciation anxiety, speaking performance, and task load","type":"article-journal"},"uris":["http://www.mendeley.com/documents/?uuid=6b829b59-8b01-460d-9e30-362b0c7aecbf"]}],"mendeley":{"formattedCitation":"(Çelik et al., 2025)","manualFormatting":" Çelik et al., 2025)","plainTextFormattedCitation":"(Çelik et al., 2025)","previouslyFormattedCitation":"(Çelik et al., 2025)"},"properties":{"noteIndex":0},"schema":"https://github.com/citation-style-language/schema/raw/master/csl-citation.json"} Çelik et al., 2025). While these studies provide valuable evidence of AI’s potential to enhance language learning outcomes, they often overlook how students autonomously choose to engage with AI tools during routine classroom activities, outside formal pedagogical mandates. This gap limits the understanding of AI’s impact on learner agency, self-regulation, and informal learning strategies, which are increasingly critical in digitally mediated learning environments.

Informal AI use in classrooms can also be examined through the lens of learner agency. Agency refers to the capacity of learners to act intentionally, make strategic decisions, and exercise control over their learning (Williyan et al., 2025). In digitally mediated contexts, agency manifests when students selectively adopt, adapt, or combine technological resources to achieve their learning goals. For instance, some students may choose to use AI translation tools to understand difficult texts, while others may employ AI paraphrasing software to draft or revise written output. These practices not only reflect cognitive engagement with content but also illustrate learners’ metacognitive planning and reflective decision-making (Zhou et al., 2024). Investigating informal AI use, therefore, provides insight into the ways students exercise control over their learning processes, extending the conceptualization of agency to include interactions with AI-mediated resources.

Another important dimension is digital literacy and strategic competence. Informal AI use requires students to navigate digital interfaces, evaluate AI output critically, and integrate the results meaningfully into their tasks (Bećirović et al., 2025). Prior research highlights that the effective use of AI tools depends not only on access but also on students’ ability to make judgments about reliability, relevance, and linguistic appropriateness (Ali et al., 2024;

ADDIN CSL_CITATION {"citationItems":[{"id":"ITEM-1","itemData":{"DOI":"10.3390/educsci14060643","ISSN":"2227-7102","abstract":"The increasing use of artificial intelligence (AI) in education has raised questions about the implications of ChatGPT for teaching and learning. A systematic literature review was conducted to answer these questions, analyzing 112 scholarly articles to identify the potential benefits and challenges related to ChatGPT use in educational settings. The selection process was thorough to ensure a comprehensive analysis of the current academic discourse on AI tools in education. Our research sheds light on the significant impact of ChatGPT on improving student engagement and accessibility and the critical issues that need to be considered, including concerns about the quality and bias of generated responses, the risk of plagiarism, and the authenticity of educational content. The study aims to summarize the utilizations of ChatGPT in teaching and learning by addressing the identified benefits and challenges through targeted strategies. The authors outlined some recommendations that will ensure that the integration of ChatGPT into educational frameworks enhances learning outcomes while safeguarding academic standards.","author":[{"dropping-particle":"","family":"Ali","given":"Duha","non-dropping-particle":"","parse-names":false,"suffix":""},{"dropping-particle":"","family":"Fatemi","given":"Yasin","non-dropping-particle":"","parse-names":false,"suffix":""},{"dropping-particle":"","family":"Boskabadi","given":"Elahe","non-dropping-particle":"","parse-names":false,"suffix":""},{"dropping-particle":"","family":"Nikfar","given":"Mohsen","non-dropping-particle":"","parse-names":false,"suffix":""},{"dropping-particle":"","family":"Ugwuoke","given":"Jude","non-dropping-particle":"","parse-names":false,"suffix":""},{"dropping-particle":"","family":"Ali","given":"Haneen","non-dropping-particle":"","parse-names":false,"suffix":""}],"container-title":"Education Sciences","id":"ITEM-1","issue":"6","issued":{"date-parts":[["2024","6","14"]]},"page":"643","title":"ChatGPT in teaching and learning: A systematic review","type":"article-journal","volume":"14"},"uris":["http://www.mendeley.com/documents/?uuid=30d9e76d-76d3-4b6d-868b-4791c6cfbb45"]}],"mendeley":{"formattedCitation":"(D. Ali et al., 2024)","manualFormatting":" Ali et al., 2024)","plainTextFormattedCitation":"(D. Ali et al., 2024)","previouslyFormattedCitation":"(D. Ali et al., 2024)"},"properties":{"noteIndex":0},"schema":"https://github.com/citation-style-language/schema/raw/master/csl-citation.json"} Ali et al., 2024). For example, in writing contexts, students may generate AI-assisted drafts but need to critically evaluate sentence structure, vocabulary choices, or factual accuracy. Similarly, in reading or speaking tasks, AI translation or transcription tools provide immediate support (Hockly, 2023), but students must determine how to integrate suggestions without compromising comprehension or originality. Thus, informal use is tightly intertwined with strategic competence, encompassing both cognitive and evaluative skills that influence learning outcomes.

Moreover, informal engagement with AI may also influence collaborative and social aspects of learning. In classroom activities, students may share AI-generated content, discuss AI suggestions with peers, or collaboratively decide how to integrate AI assistance into group tasks (Lobo-Quintero, 2025). Such interactions reflect a sociocultural perspective on learning, where AI acts as a mediating artifact within students’ socially situated practices (Silvola et al., 2025;

ADDIN CSL_CITATION {"citationItems":[{"id":"ITEM-1","itemData":{"DOI":"10.1111/ejed.70131","ISSN":"0141-8211","abstract":"Recent advancements in Artificial Intelligence (AI), particularly AI chatbots like ChatGPT, have sparked significant discussions in higher education regarding their impact on teaching and academic integrity. This study examines the integration of ChatGPT into a philosophy of education course for first‐year Education students at a Swedish university. Using a sociocultural approach and the concept of mediating devices, the study investigates how ChatGPT can be effectively integrated into higher education to support academic literacy and the challenges and opportunities it presents. The empirical material was collected through semi‐structured focus group interviews, observational notes, and students' assignments. The findings suggest that when used intentionally with clear pedagogical goals, ChatGPT can support academic literacy development. Its ability to generate coherent text, summarise complex concepts, and provide initial structures for academic writing proved particularly beneficial for first‐year students. However, limitations such as inaccuracies and lack of nuance provided opportunities for students to engage critically with the generated material and develop strategies to address these shortcomings. The findings highlight that both the teacher's guidance and the social aspects of learning, such as group discussions and collaborative work, were essential in leveraging ChatGPT's strengths and addressing its limitations. Therefore, this paper advocates for a balanced approach that emphasises pedagogical grounding and responsible AI integration to ensure the ethical and effective use of AI tools. Understanding the interplay between ChatGPT's integration and the social dynamics of teaching is crucial for assessing its impact on students' learning experiences.","author":[{"dropping-particle":"","family":"Raptopoulou","given":"Anthemis","non-dropping-particle":"","parse-names":false,"suffix":""}],"container-title":"European Journal of Education","id":"ITEM-1","issue":"2","issued":{"date-parts":[["2025","6","19"]]},"title":"ChatGPT in higher education: Supporting academic literacy through ChatGPT‐based activities","type":"article-journal","volume":"60"},"uris":["http://www.mendeley.com/documents/?uuid=69d7f083-3d27-49d8-9dc9-b7edcffee246"]}],"mendeley":{"formattedCitation":"(Raptopoulou, 2025)","manualFormatting":" Raptopoulou, 2025)","plainTextFormattedCitation":"(Raptopoulou, 2025)","previouslyFormattedCitation":"(Raptopoulou, 2025)"},"properties":{"noteIndex":0},"schema":"https://github.com/citation-style-language/schema/raw/master/csl-citation.json"} Raptopoulou, 2025). By understanding these dynamics, researchers can gain insight into how technology shapes peer interaction, collective problem-solving, and the co-construction of knowledge in English classrooms.

Despite the potential significance of informal AI use, there is limited empirical research examining these practices. Most studies either focus on experimental designs evaluating AI tools’ effectiveness or on teacher-mediated integration of AI in formal instruction (Chichekian & Benteux, 2022;

ADDIN CSL_CITATION {"citationItems":[{"id":"ITEM-1","itemData":{"DOI":"10.1007/s00146-022-01497-w","ISBN":"0123456789","ISSN":"14355655","abstract":"Our synthetic review of the relevant and related literatures on the ethics and effects of using AI in education reveals five qualitatively distinct and interrelated divides associated with access, representation, algorithms, interpretations, and citizenship. We open our analysis by probing the ethical effects of algorithms and how teams of humans can plan for and mitigate bias when using AI tools and techniques to model and inform instructional decisions and predict learning outcomes. We then analyze the upstream divides that feed into and fuel the algorithmic divide, first investigating access (who does and does not have access to the hardware, software, and connectivity necessary to engage with AI-enhanced digital learning tools and platforms) and then representation (the factors making data either representative of the total population or over-representative of a subpopulation’s preferences, thereby preventing objectivity and biasing understandings and outcomes). After that, we analyze the divides that are downstream of the algorithmic divide associated with interpretation (how learners, educators, and others understand the outputs of algorithms and use them to make decisions) and citizenship (how the other divides accumulate to impact interpretations of data by learners, educators, and others, in turn influencing behaviors and, over time, skills, culture, economic, health, and civic outcomes). At present, lacking ongoing reflection and action by learners, educators, educational leaders, designers, scholars, and policymakers, the five divides collectively create a vicious cycle and perpetuate structural biases in teaching and learning. However, increasing human responsibility and control over these divides can create a virtuous cycle that improves diversity, equity, and inclusion in education. We conclude the article by looking forward and discussing ways to increase educational opportunity and effectiveness for all by mitigating bias through a cycle of progressive improvement.","author":[{"dropping-particle":"","family":"Dieterle","given":"Edward","non-dropping-particle":"","parse-names":false,"suffix":""},{"dropping-particle":"","family":"Dede","given":"Chris","non-dropping-particle":"","parse-names":false,"suffix":""},{"dropping-particle":"","family":"Walker","given":"Michael","non-dropping-particle":"","parse-names":false,"suffix":""}],"container-title":"AI and Society","id":"ITEM-1","issued":{"date-parts":[["2022"]]},"publisher":"Springer London","title":"The cyclical ethical effects of using artificial intelligence in education","type":"article-journal"},"uris":["http://www.mendeley.com/documents/?uuid=0613e19e-c9c7-4ff4-b8e3-05d785ba5628"]}],"mendeley":{"formattedCitation":"(Dieterle et al., 2022)","manualFormatting":" Dieterle et al., 2022;","plainTextFormattedCitation":"(Dieterle et al., 2022)","previouslyFormattedCitation":"(Dieterle et al., 2022)"},"properties":{"noteIndex":0},"schema":"https://github.com/citation-style-language/schema/raw/master/csl-citation.json"} Dieterle et al., 2022;

ADDIN CSL_CITATION {"citationItems":[{"id":"ITEM-1","itemData":{"DOI":"10.1016/j.caeo.2024.100174","ISSN":"26665573","abstract":"This scoping literature review examines the application of Generative Artificial Intelligence (GenAI), a disruptive technology, in language teaching and learning. Since its launch in November 2022, GenAI has captured global attention with OpenAI's ChatGPT, powered by the generative pre-trained transformer (GPT-3) large-language model. The emergence of GenAI holds immense implications across various domains, including language education. This review aims to provide an overview of the current state of research and identify research gaps and future directions in this emerging field. The review follows the PRISMA-ScR guidelines and includes eligible publications published between 2010 and July 2023. Four electronic databases were searched and 41 of the 215 initial papers were eventually selected for review. The findings reveal key terms related to GenAI in language education, the most researched language study and education levels, areas of research, attitudes towards GenAI, and the potential benefits and challenges of GenAI application. The review highlights several research gaps, including the need for more empirical studies to assess the effectiveness and impact of GenAI tools, discussion of ethical considerations, targeted interventions for specific language skills, and stakeholder engagement in responsible integration. Educators are encouraged to incorporate GenAI tools into their teaching practices while remaining vigilant about potential risks. Continuous professional development for educators is crucial to ensure informed decision-making and effective integration of GenAI tools. This scoping review contributes to the existing knowledge on the use of GenAI in language education and informs future research and practice in this disruptive and rapidly evolving field.","author":[{"dropping-particle":"","family":"Law","given":"Locky","non-dropping-particle":"","parse-names":false,"suffix":""}],"container-title":"Computers and Education Open","id":"ITEM-1","issue":"December 2023","issued":{"date-parts":[["2024"]]},"page":"100174","publisher":"Elsevier Ltd","title":"Application of generative artificial intelligence (GenAI) in language teaching and learning: A scoping literature review","type":"article-journal","volume":"6"},"uris":["http://www.mendeley.com/documents/?uuid=f6f73747-25ec-4ecb-bc38-7a83527a8448"]}],"mendeley":{"formattedCitation":"(Law, 2024)","manualFormatting":" Law, 2024)","plainTextFormattedCitation":"(Law, 2024)","previouslyFormattedCitation":"(Law, 2024)"},"properties":{"noteIndex":0},"schema":"https://github.com/citation-style-language/schema/raw/master/csl-citation.json"} Law, 2024). Consequently, little is known about students’ natural, self-directed use of AI in classroom settings, including the strategies they employ, the purposes for which AI is used, and how learners perceive its value and limitations. This gap is particularly important given the growing accessibility of AI technologies, which enables students to make autonomous choices that may diverge from teacher-directed instruction or institutional guidelines. Understanding these practices can inform both curricular design and pedagogical guidance, ensuring that AI integration aligns with students’ lived experiences and promotes meaningful learning.

This study aims to address this gap by investigating two central questions: (1) How do university students informally use AI tools during English classes to support their learning? and (2) How do students interpret the role of AI tools in shaping their classroom engagement and learning experiences? By framing the inquiry around practices and perceptions, the study emphasizes both observable behaviours and learners’ reflective understanding of their interactions with AI. This dual focus allows for a comprehensive understanding of informal AI use, capturing both the strategies students deploy and the meanings they attach to those strategies.

The significance of this study lies in its contribution to the understanding of learner-centered AI integration in higher education. By documenting informal practices, the research provides insight into the diverse ways students leverage AI tools to enhance learning, highlighting their agency, adaptability, and strategic competence. The findings can inform educators and instructional designers about how to support effective and ethical AI use, balancing autonomy with guidance and promoting responsible engagement. Additionally, the study contributes to broader discussions on digital pedagogy, technology-mediated learning, and AI literacy, which are increasingly relevant as AI becomes embedded in academic contexts.
LITERATURE REVIEW
Analytical Lens: Learner Agency, Informal Learning, and AI-Mediated Engagement

This study draws on a combination of theoretical perspectives to frame the investigation of students’ informal AI tool use. The first lens is learner agency, which refers to learners’ capacity to make intentional, strategic, and self-directed choices in the process of learning (Karakaya & Bozkurt, 2022). Learner agency emphasizes the active role of students in managing their learning resources, deciding which strategies to employ, and regulating their cognitive and metacognitive processes (Ouyang & Jiao, 2021). In digitally mediated contexts, agency extends to how students appropriate technological tools, such as AI translation, paraphrasing, or writing assistants, to achieve their learning goals. Students’ informal use of AI can thus be understood as an enactment of agency, reflecting deliberate choices in selecting tools, integrating outputs, and adapting strategies based on task demands, perceived benefits, and personal learning preferences.

Complementing agency is the informal learning framework, which highlights learning that occurs outside structured or mandated instructional activities. Informal learning emphasizes self-directed, autonomous, and contextually situated practices where learners experiment with tools, adapt strategies, and negotiate meaning according to their own needs (Cancino & Gonzalez, 2023). In the context of AI, informal learning allows students to engage with technology spontaneously, without prescriptive guidance from teachers, and to integrate AI-mediated practices into daily classroom routines (Liu et al., 2024). This perspective is critical for understanding the natural, self-initiated adoption of AI tools, which may diverge from formal instructional designs but still substantially shape comprehension, participation, and task completion.

Finally, the study is informed by a sociocultural perspective on digital mediation, rooted in Vygotskian theory. From this viewpoint, AI tools can be considered mediational artifacts that extend learners’ cognitive capabilities within socially situated contexts (Fteiha et al., 2025). The tools act as semiotic resources that support problem-solving, knowledge construction, and interaction with content. Through informal use, students not only manage individual cognitive demands but also engage collaboratively with peers by sharing AI outputs, discussing interpretations, or co-constructing understanding (Dergaa et al., 2023). This lens emphasizes the dynamic interplay between cognitive, metacognitive, and social processes in AI-mediated learning environments. Together, these analytical perspectives, agency, informal learning, and sociocultural mediation, provide a comprehensive framework for interpreting students’ behaviors and perceptions when using AI tools spontaneously in English classrooms.
Previous Studies: AI Integration and Informal Learning in Language Education

Recent studies have explored the integration of AI technologies in language learning, yet most have emphasized formal instructional contexts. For instance, Chen and Gong (2025) examined AI writing assistants in structured assignments, demonstrating improvements in vocabulary, grammar, and task completion. Similarly, Aljabr (2025) investigated AI speech recognition in EFL classrooms, showing that students could enhance pronunciation and fluency when guided by teachers. These studies highlight the educational potential of AI, yet they do not capture the spontaneous, self-directed ways students might appropriate AI tools in routine classroom interactions.

Research on AI for language learning has also explored reading and comprehension tasks. Pavlova et al. (2024) found that paraphrasing and translation tools facilitate understanding of complex academic texts, improving cognitive and metacognitive processes. Hsiao and Chang (2023) demonstrated that students who actively used AI tools during reading could scaffold comprehension while maintaining engagement with challenging materials. Although these studies provide evidence of AI’s cognitive benefits, they are predominantly experimentally or quasi-experimentally designed, focusing on measured outcomes rather than the lived experiences and self-directed strategies of learners.

A smaller but growing body of work has begun to investigate informal and learner-driven AI practices. Lee et al. (2023) emphasized that AI technologies are increasingly embedded in students’ autonomous learning, often outside prescribed tasks, enabling learners to manage vocabulary, generate drafts, or check grammar independently. Similarly, Zakir et al. (2025) argued that informal digital tool use reflects students’ strategic engagement, metacognitive awareness, and adaptation of resources to fit personal learning goals. In these contexts, AI tools become extensions of learners’ cognitive and metacognitive capabilities, supporting both task performance and reflective practice.

In addition, studies have examined digital literacies and critical engagement with AI. Students’ effective use of AI requires evaluative skills, including judgment of accuracy, appropriateness, and relevance of AI outputs (Al-Zahrani, 2024). For instance, students using AI for writing must assess grammar suggestions or paraphrased sentences to ensure conceptual fidelity. These findings suggest that informal AI use is not merely mechanical; it involves strategic decision-making, reflection, and active sense-making, which aligns with the learner agency and sociocultural mediation perspectives highlighted in this study.

The role of AI in social and collaborative learning has also been explored, though less extensively. Recent work indicates that students may share AI outputs with peers, discuss interpretations, or co-construct meaning using AI-mediated resources (Ramadevi et al., 2023). These practices suggest that AI can influence not only individual cognitive processes but also the social dynamics of classroom learning, reinforcing the need to consider both individual and collective dimensions when studying informal AI use.

Despite these insights, a significant gap remains regarding informal, spontaneous, and self-directed use of AI tools in classroom contexts. Most existing studies prioritize outcomes such as accuracy, fluency, or comprehension scores and focus on tools introduced within structured instructional designs. Few studies capture students’ authentic, everyday engagement with AI, the strategies they employ, and the meanings they assign to these practices. Investigating these informal interactions is essential to understand how AI shapes learners’ agency, classroom engagement, and strategic learning behaviours in naturalistic settings.

By situating the present study within these frameworks, the research addresses a clear gap in the literature. It examines how students informally use AI tools during English classes and how they interpret the role of these tools in shaping their learning experiences. Through this approach, the study contributes to emerging scholarship on AI-mediated language learning, extending understanding beyond structured interventions to authentic, self-directed practices that reflect students’ agency, strategy use, and reflective engagement.
METHODS
Research Design 
This study adopted a qualitative research design to explore university students’ informal use of AI tools during English classes and their interpretations of how these tools shape classroom engagement and learning experiences. A qualitative approach was selected because the study sought to capture naturally occurring practices, meanings, and decision-making processes rather than to measure predefined variables or test causal relationships (Leplaa et al., 2025). Informal AI use is inherently context-dependent and learner-driven, making it unsuitable for experimental or survey-only designs.

The study was guided by an interpretive paradigm, which views learning as a socially and cognitively constructed process shaped by learners’ interactions with tools, tasks, and peers. From this perspective, AI tools are understood not merely as technological artifacts but as mediating resources that students appropriate in diverse and sometimes unexpected ways. The qualitative design allowed for in-depth examination of how students selected, used, and reflected on AI tools during real classroom activities, without imposing externally defined categories of use.

Data were collected in natural classroom settings, with minimal researcher intervention, to ensure that students’ AI use remained informal and self-initiated. The design emphasized thick description and thematic interpretation, enabling the study to document patterns of use while also attending to individual variation in strategies and perceptions.
Participants
The participants were university students enrolled in English courses that involved a range of communicative activities such as reading, writing, group discussions, and short presentations. These courses did not formally require the use of AI tools; however, students had independent access to AI applications on personal devices, including laptops and smartphones. This context provided an appropriate setting for observing informal, voluntary AI use during class activities.

Participation in the study was voluntary. Students were informed about the purpose of the research, the types of data to be collected, and their rights as participants. Written informed consent was obtained prior to data collection. To protect participants’ privacy, pseudonyms were assigned, and all identifying information was removed from transcripts and observation records.

The participant group represented diverse academic backgrounds and varying levels of English proficiency, reflecting the heterogeneity typical of university English classrooms. No specific proficiency level was imposed as a selection criterion, as the study aimed to capture a broad range of informal AI practices rather than to compare proficiency-based differences. Inclusion was based on students’ regular attendance in class and their willingness to share experiences related to AI tool use.
Data Collection 
Data were collected using multiple qualitative methods to ensure methodological triangulation and to enhance the credibility of the findings. The primary data sources included classroom observations, semi-structured interviews, and student reflective journals.

Classroom observations were conducted during regular English class sessions over a designated instructional period. The observations focused on identifying instances of informal AI tool use, including when students accessed AI tools, the types of tools used, and the apparent purposes of use. Field notes documented observable behaviors such as consulting AI during tasks, switching between AI tools and course materials, and peer interaction related to AI use. Attention was also given to contextual factors such as task type, classroom activity, and interaction patterns that appeared to influence students’ decisions to use AI tools.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with a subset of participants to gain deeper insight into students’ experiences, interpretations, and reasoning behind their informal AI use. The interview protocol included open-ended questions addressing topics such as reasons for using or avoiding AI tools, perceived impact on learning and engagement, and reflections on how AI fit into classroom activities. Interviews were conducted in a language comfortable for the participants to encourage rich and reflective responses. All interviews were audio-recorded with permission and transcribed verbatim for analysis.

In addition, participants were invited to maintain reflective journals documenting their experiences with AI tools during English classes. Students were encouraged to write brief reflections after selected class sessions, focusing on whether they used AI tools, how they used them, and how they perceived the impact on their learning or participation. These journals provided valuable introspective data that complemented observation and interview findings by capturing students’ perspectives over time.
Data Analysis

Data analysis followed a thematic analysis approach (Braun & Clarke, 2021), conducted inductively to allow patterns to emerge from the data rather than being imposed a priori. Observation notes, interview transcripts, and reflective journals were analysed iteratively following established qualitative analysis procedures.

The analysis began with familiarization, during which the researcher repeatedly read all data sources to gain an overall understanding of students’ AI-related practices and experiences. Initial coding was then conducted, with segments of data labelled according to meaningful units related to AI tool use, learning strategies, engagement, and interpretation. Codes were kept close to participants’ language to preserve meaning and reduce premature abstraction.

In the next phase, codes were examined for similarities and differences and grouped into broader categories and themes. These themes captured recurring patterns in how students informally used AI tools and how they interpreted the role of AI in classroom learning. Throughout this process, constant comparison was used to ensure that themes were grounded across multiple data sources and participants.

Analytical memos were written during the analysis to document emerging interpretations, relationships between themes, and reflexive considerations. These memos supported transparency and helped refine thematic boundaries. Triangulation across observations, interviews, and journals strengthened the trustworthiness of the analysis by allowing themes to be confirmed or nuanced through multiple perspectives.

To enhance credibility, preliminary findings were revisited in relation to the research questions, ensuring that themes directly addressed students’ informal AI practices and interpretations. The final themes were organized to reflect both observable behaviors and students’ sense-making, providing a coherent account of informal AI use in English classrooms.
FINDINGS
This section presents the findings of the study in relation to the two research questions. Drawing on classroom observations, semi-structured interviews, and student reflective journals, the analysis reveals how students informally used AI tools during English classes and how they interpreted the role of these tools in shaping their classroom engagement and learning experiences. The findings are organized into two subsections corresponding to research questions.
How University Students Informally Use AI Tools during English Classes to Support Their Learning

Analysis of the qualitative data indicates that students engaged in diverse and situational uses of AI tools during English classes. These uses were not prescribed by instructors but were initiated by students in response to task demands, linguistic challenges, and personal learning preferences. Three overarching themes emerged: task-oriented support, real-time problem-solving, and learning efficiency management. Table 1 summarizes these themes and illustrative practices.

Table 1. 
Themes of Informal AI Tool Use during English Classes
	Theme
	Description
	Representative Excerpt

	Task-oriented support
	Using AI to assist with completing specific classroom tasks
	“When we had to respond to a discussion question, I used AI to help organize my ideas before speaking.” (Interview, Student 4)

	Real-time problem-solving
	Addressing immediate linguistic or conceptual difficulties
	“I checked AI quickly for the meaning of some academic words so I could keep following the lesson.” (Journal, Student 9)

	Learning efficiency management
	Managing time, workload, and cognitive demands
	“Using AI helped me save time, especially when the task was short but needed accuracy.” (Interview, Student 2)


Task-oriented support was evident across different classroom activities, including reading discussions, short writing tasks, and group work. Observations showed that students frequently consulted AI tools to generate examples, rephrase sentences, or clarify task instructions. For instance, during a group discussion activity, several students were observed typing prompts into AI applications before contributing orally. One participant explained:

“I didn’t want to stay silent, so I used AI to help me structure my response. Then I adjusted it to sound more like me.” (Interview, Student 4)

This indicates that AI was used as a preparatory scaffold rather than as a substitute for participation. Real-time problem-solving emerged as a prominent theme, particularly during reading and listening activities. Students used AI tools to resolve vocabulary gaps, clarify sentence meaning, or confirm understanding of complex explanations. Reflective journals frequently mentioned brief, targeted AI consultations aimed at maintaining comprehension flow:

“When the lecturer explained something fast, I used AI to check the meaning of some terms so I didn’t get lost.” (Journal, Student 9)

These practices were typically short and situational, suggesting that students viewed AI as an on-demand resource rather than a constant companion.

The third theme, learning efficiency management, reflects students’ pragmatic orientation toward AI use. Many participants described using AI to manage limited class time, reduce cognitive overload, or complete tasks more efficiently. Observations showed that students often accessed AI discreetly during independent work phases. One participant noted:

“Sometimes I know what I want to say, but I use AI to make it clearer faster, especially when time is limited.” (Interview, Student 2)

Overall, the findings suggest that students’ informal AI use was strategic, selective, and closely aligned with immediate classroom needs, rather than habitual or excessive.
RQ2: How Do Students Interpret the Role of AI Tools in Shaping Their Classroom Engagement and Learning Experiences?

The second research question focused on students’ interpretations of how informal AI use influenced their engagement and learning. Three interrelated themes were identified: enhanced participation confidence, perceived learning support, and boundary-setting between assistance and dependence. These themes are summarized in Table 2.

Table 2. 
Students’ Interpretations of AI Tools in Classroom Learning
	Theme
	Interpretation
	Representative Excerpt

	Enhanced participation confidence
	AI as support for willingness to participate
	“AI gives me confidence to speak because I can check my ideas first.” (Interview, Student 7)

	Perceived learning support
	AI as a facilitator of understanding and clarity
	“It helps me understand tasks better, especially academic language.” (Journal, Student 1)

	Boundary-setting
	Awareness of limits and potential overuse
	“I try not to rely too much because I still want to learn by myself.” (Interview, Student 11)


A key interpretation expressed by participants was enhanced confidence in classroom participation. Many students reported that AI support reduced anxiety related to speaking or writing in English. This confidence was particularly evident among students who were hesitant to speak spontaneously. One participant explained:

“I feel more confident joining discussions because AI helps me prepare my thoughts quickly.” (Interview, Student 7)

This perception suggests that AI tools played an indirect role in increasing engagement by lowering affective barriers.

Students also interpreted AI as a form of learning support, particularly for clarifying expectations and academic language. Reflective journals frequently emphasized that AI tools helped students make sense of task instructions, discussion prompts, or complex materials:

“Sometimes the task sounds simple, but the wording is academic. AI helps me understand what is actually expected.” (Journal, Student 1)

However, students did not view AI uncritically. A strong theme of boundary-setting emerged, indicating students’ awareness of the risks of over-reliance. Several participants emphasized the importance of using AI as support rather than as a replacement for learning:

“AI is helpful, but I don’t want to depend on it. I still need to think and practice myself.” (Interview, Student 11)

This awareness reflects students’ reflective stance toward AI use and suggests emerging critical digital literacy. Across interviews and journals, students described AI as a supplementary resource that enhanced engagement and understanding without fundamentally replacing human effort. Their interpretations indicate that informal AI use was integrated into existing learning practices, shaped by personal values, perceived usefulness, and self-regulation.

The findings demonstrate that students’ informal use of AI tools during English classes was purpose-driven, situational, and reflective. AI tools were used to support task completion, resolve immediate challenges, and manage learning efficiency. At the same time, students interpreted AI as a confidence-enhancing and comprehension-supporting resource, while remaining aware of the need to maintain control over their learning processes. These findings provide a nuanced picture of informal AI use as an agentive and self-regulated practice, embedded within everyday classroom learning.

DISCUSSION 

This study set out to explore university students’ informal use of AI tools during English classes and their interpretations of how such use shapes classroom engagement and learning experiences. Rather than viewing AI use as a binary of appropriate or inappropriate practice, the findings reveal a more nuanced picture of student-initiated, context-sensitive, and self-regulated AI engagement. In this section, the discussion interprets these findings through the lenses of learner agency, informal learning, and technology-mediated language learning, while also highlighting how this study extends existing research.

First, the ways students used AI tools during English classes point to a reconceptualization of classroom boundaries. Although AI use occurred within formal instructional settings, the practices themselves were informal in nature, being neither prescribed nor systematically guided by instructors. This supports arguments in informal digital learning research that learning practices increasingly transcend institutional control and emerge from learners’ immediate needs and strategies. Students’ selective and situational use of AI suggests that they were not passively adopting technology but actively integrating it into their learning ecology. This aligns with sociocultural perspectives that view tools as mediational means whose function depends on users’ intentions and contexts, rather than on the tools themselves.

Importantly, the findings challenge deficit-oriented narratives that frame student AI use primarily as avoidance of effort or academic misconduct. Instead, students’ practices demonstrate instrumental agency, where AI tools are mobilized to sustain participation, maintain comprehension, and manage cognitive demands under time constraints. From an agency perspective, this reflects learners’ capacity to make strategic decisions in response to perceived challenges. AI tools functioned as adaptive resources that enabled students to remain engaged in classroom activities rather than disengaging when difficulties arose. This interpretation contributes to emerging discussions on learner agency in AI-mediated environments by showing how agency can manifest in subtle, moment-by-moment classroom decisions.

The role of AI in supporting participation confidence is particularly significant when viewed through affective dimensions of language learning. Prior research has consistently identified anxiety and fear of negative evaluation as barriers to oral participation in EFL contexts. The present findings suggest that informal AI use may operate as an affective buffer, allowing students to rehearse ideas, check linguistic accuracy, or confirm understanding before public participation. This does not imply that AI directly improves proficiency, but rather that it reshapes learners’ emotional relationship with classroom interaction. Such a role resonates with previous studies on digital scaffolding, yet extends them by highlighting how learners independently appropriate AI tools without instructional prompting.

At the same time, students’ interpretations of AI as a learning support rather than an answer-providing authority indicate a relational understanding of technology. AI was not positioned as a replacement for the teacher or for personal effort, but as a supplementary aid embedded within existing pedagogical structures. This finding nuances claims that AI inevitably undermines deep learning. Instead, students demonstrated discernment in how and when AI was useful, particularly for clarifying academic language and task expectations. This suggests that students possess emerging forms of AI literacy that are experiential rather than formally taught, developed through repeated use and reflection.

The theme of boundary-setting between assistance and dependence is especially important for ongoing debates about responsible AI use in education. Students’ expressed concern about over-reliance indicates an internalized sense of academic responsibility, even in the absence of explicit institutional guidelines. This counters assumptions that students are indifferent to ethical or pedagogical implications of AI use. From a self-regulated learning perspective, such boundary-setting reflects metacognitive awareness and goal-oriented behavior. Learners actively negotiated the extent to which AI should support, rather than dominate, their learning processes. This negotiation process itself can be seen as a form of learning, contributing to students’ ability to critically evaluate digital tools.

Comparatively, this study extends previous research on AI in language education in three ways. First, much existing literature focuses on structured AI integration, such as teacher-assigned use of chatbots or translation tools. By contrast, this study foregrounds informal, learner-initiated use, offering insight into practices that often remain invisible to instructors. Second, prior studies frequently emphasize outcomes such as writing quality or accuracy. The present discussion shifts attention to process-oriented dimensions, including engagement, confidence, and learning management, which are equally central to language development. Third, while earlier research often treats AI tools as homogeneous, this study illustrates how students attribute meaning and function to AI based on situational demands rather than technological affordances alone.

Pedagogically, the findings suggest that ignoring or prohibiting informal AI use may be less productive than acknowledging and critically engaging with it. Students are already using AI in ways that intersect with classroom learning, whether or not instructors address it explicitly. Recognizing these practices opens opportunities for dialogue about effective, ethical, and pedagogically sound AI use. Rather than prescribing rigid rules, educators might focus on supporting students’ existing capacity for boundary-setting and reflective use. This aligns with calls for pedagogy that emphasizes AI literacy, not merely tool proficiency.

However, the findings also invite caution. While students reported positive interpretations of AI use, the absence of structured guidance means that learning gains may be uneven and dependent on individual judgment. Not all students may possess the same level of critical awareness or self-regulation. Thus, informal AI use should not be romanticized as inherently beneficial. Instead, it should be understood as a contested and evolving practice, shaped by institutional norms, assessment pressures, and learners’ prior experiences. Future pedagogical frameworks need to balance learner autonomy with supportive scaffolding.

Finally, from a theoretical standpoint, this study contributes to ongoing discussions about the nature of learning in AI-saturated environments. The findings suggest that learning is increasingly characterized by micro-level interactions between learners and digital tools, often occurring alongside formal instruction. These interactions do not replace traditional classroom dynamics but coexist with them, creating hybrid learning spaces. Understanding these spaces requires moving beyond binary distinctions between formal and informal learning, or between human and artificial support. Instead, learning should be conceptualized as distributed across actors, tools, and contexts.

In sum, the discussion demonstrates that students’ informal use of AI tools during English classes is not merely a technological trend but a meaningful educational phenomenon. It reflects learner agency, adaptive strategy use, and evolving understandings of responsibility and support in language learning. By interpreting these practices through theoretical and pedagogical lenses, this study offers a more balanced and context-sensitive perspective on AI in university English education.

CONCLUSION
This study explored university students’ informal use of AI tools during English classes and how they interpret the role of these tools in shaping their classroom engagement and learning experiences. The findings demonstrate that students’ AI use is neither random nor purely convenience-driven, but rather reflects purposeful, self-initiated strategies aimed at sustaining comprehension, participation, and confidence in real-time classroom contexts. Students positioned AI tools as supplementary resources that supported learning without replacing teacher guidance or personal effort. These practices highlight the emergence of learner agency in AI-mediated environments, where students actively negotiate the boundaries between assistance and dependence. By foregrounding informal and learner-driven AI use, this study contributes to a more nuanced understanding of how AI becomes embedded in everyday classroom practices, extending existing research that has largely focused on formal or instructor-led AI integration.

Based on these insights, several directions for future research are recommended. Longitudinal studies could examine how students’ informal AI use evolves over time and how such practices influence language development, academic autonomy, and ethical awareness. Future research might also explore instructors’ perceptions of students’ informal AI use and how pedagogical responses align or conflict with learners’ practices. Comparative studies across disciplines or educational contexts would further illuminate how institutional norms shape informal AI engagement. Additionally, research that integrates critical AI literacy frameworks could deepen understanding of how students develop reflective and responsible AI use. Together, these directions would help build a more comprehensive and pedagogically grounded perspective on AI’s role in contemporary English language education.
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