Alshammari, J. / Volume 13 - Issue 82: 208-221 / October, 2024

W} Chaeck for updates

DOI: https://doi.org/10.34069/A1/2024.82.10.17
How to Cite:

Alshammari, J. (2024). Revolutionizing EFL learning through ChatGPT: A qualitative study. Amazonia Investiga, 13(82), 208-221.

https://doi.org/10.34069/A1/2024.82.10.17

Revolutionizing EFL learning through ChatGPT: A qualitative study

e g A0 1 2 o il Bk e duial ARIS D jalaiY) ARl aled A a puall J il

Received: September 27, 2024

Abstract

Incorporating artificial intelligence (Al) technologies
has a significant role in teaching and learning English as
a Foreign Language (EFL). ChatGPT, developed by
OpenAl as a conversational generative Al tool, has the
potential to enhance the teaching and learning of
English effectively. This study aims to explore the role
of using ChatGPT in learning English among students
at the University of Hail in Saudi Arabia. The results
from six individual interviews and four focus group
interviews revealed several contributions to students’
learning. Students recognise that ChatGPT has
enhanced their English language skills, such as reading,
writing, grammar. and spelling, Also, it promoted self-
directed learning, and facilitated effective interaction by
providing personalised support and occasionally
substituting the role of the teacher. Additionally,
ChatGPT has improved students' research skills by
facilitating brainstorming, feedback, and access to
diverse resources. Students noted that ChatGPT has
fostered curiosity in learning and seeking knowledge
through asking questions and receiving prompt answers.
However, despite the benefits, students also revealed
challenges, such as over-reliance on technology and
occasional inaccuracies in the information provided.
These findings are particularly important in the current
context of Al integration in education, where educators
and students are exploring new ways to enhance
learning experiences and outcomes. Also, they call for
intensive training on how to effectively utilize ChatGPT
in the field of teaching EFL. This study provides
valuable information for teachers, administrators, and
curriculum developers who aim to use Al to enhance
language learning. Future research should explore the
long-term effects of Al tools like ChatGPT on language
retention, the integration of Al into diverse curriculaand
ethical implications of its use in EFL education.
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Introduction

English as a Foreign Language (EFL) instruction and learning have been significantly transformed by the
of artificial intelligence (Al) technologies. Among these technologies, ChatGPT, a conversational
generative Al tool developed by OpenAl, has emerged as a promising asset in enhancing second language
acquisition (Barrot, 2024; Han, 2024; Li et al., 2024; Mosaiyebzadeh et al., 2023; Sain et al., 2024). As the
field of Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) continues to evolve with the constantly
developing capabilities of these tools, it is crucial to explore the true potential of such Al-driven tools in
supporting language learners and educators alike (Han, 2024).

The rapid advancement of Al technologies in education has opened up new possibilities for personalized
learning experiences and innovative pedagogical approaches (Choi et al., 2024; Huang et al., 2023; Kuddus,
2022). With its ability to generate human-like textual input, ChatGPT offers unique opportunities for EFL
students to engage in interactive language practice (Zou, Guan, et al., 2023; Zou, Reinders, et al., 2023),
receive instant feedback (Muthmainnah et al., 2024; Wei, 2023), and access a wealth of information in their
target language (Alshammari, 2024; Junaidi, 2020). Moreover, Al tools like ChatGPT can be effective in
addressing issues like lack of confidence and fear of making mistakes, which are common challenges in
EFL contexts in Saudi Arabia (Alrabai, 2016), by providing a non-judgmental, private environment for
students to practice their speaking and pronunciation skills and potentially boost their self-confidence and
reduce anxiety levels (Zhang et al., 2024).

While previous studies have examined the general applications of Al in language learning, there is a need
for more focused research on the specific role of ChatGPT in EFL contexts (Alshumaimeri & Alshememry,
2024; Xiong, 2024). The present study aims to address this gap by exploring the experience and perceptions
of students at the University of Hail in Saudi Arabia after utilizing ChatGPT in their language learning
journeys. This study examines both the positive and negative aspects of using ChatGPT in an attempt to
offer useful information to TESOL instructors, administrators, and curriculum developers.

The findings of this study have the potential to inform best practices for integrating Al technologies like
ChatGPT into EFL programs and teaching methodologies. As the demand for effective and innovative
language learning and teaching approaches continues to grow, understanding the impact of Al-driven tools
becomes increasingly important for shaping the future of English language education (Edmett et al., 2023;
Moybeka, 2023). This is particularly relevant in Saudi Arabia, where recent educational reforms (e.g., Saudi
Vision 2030) have emphasized the importance of the importance of English language skills and the
integration of technology in education (Al-Shehri, 2020). This research study contributes to the ongoing
discussion about the role of Al in TESOL and offers practical implications for using these technologies to
enhance language learning outcomes.

The remainder of this article is structured as follows: First, the literature review section presents the current
state of research on the applications of ChatGPT in EFL education. The methodology section then details
the research design, including information about the participants, data collection procedures, and the
thematic analysis approach used in data analysis. Following this, the results and discussion section presents
the key findings of the study and critically analyzes them considering existing research and the Saudi
Arabian context. Finally, the conclusion summarizes the main insights and discusses the implications for
EFL teaching and learning in Saudi Arabia and beyond, addresses the limitations of the study, and suggests
directions for future research.

Literature Review

The integration of Al technologies in EFL settings has been a subject of growing interest among researchers
and practitioners, mostly due to the advanced capabilities of these tools in enhancing instructional practices
(Hastomo, 2024). The potential of Al technologies, specifically ChatGPT, to improve language learning
outcomes and personalised learning has been investigated in recent studies. (e.g., Barrot, 2024; Han, 2024;
Lietal., 2024; Pack & Maloney, 2023). A review of the relevant literature indicates that generative Al tools
have shown considerable promise in providing language practice opportunities (Meniado, 2023), improving
language skills (Li et al., 2024), and offering personalized learning experiences (Limo et al., 2023).

Research on the use of ChatGPT in EFL classrooms has revealed both opportunities and challenges. A
study conducted at Tishk International University in Iraq demonstrated significant improvements in
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grammar learning when ChatGPT was integrated into EFL classes (Kucuk, 2024). The experimental group's
success rate was three times more than that of the control group, suggesting that ChatGPT could help with
grammar learning. However, this study was limited to teaching grammar and did not explore other language
skills and systems.

The impact of ChatGPT on student engagement and teaching efficacy has also been studied in the relevant
literature. Findings suggest that ChatGPT positively influences both constructs and creates a highly
engaging and personalized learning environment (Ghimire et al., 2024). Nevertheless, there are concerns
about over-reliance on Al technologies, cultural and contextual misalignments perpetuated by these tools,
and potential impacts on creativity and critical thinking (Hieu & Thao, 2024). In a similar vein, a recent
review (Kasneci et al., 2023) argued that large language models like ChatGPT can offer considerable
benefits by enhancing immersive learning experiences, improving natural language interaction, and
facilitating the integration of diverse digital applications, while also listing several significant challenges
linked to their use, including copyright issues, bias, overreliance, privacy, and computational costs. These
concerns highlight the need for a balanced approach in integrating Al in language education.

Earlier research also indicated that the benefits offered by generative Al tools like ChatGPT may not be the
same for all learners. For instance, a recent study (Wang et al., 2023) investigated how students of different
learning styles interacted with an Al coach for language learning and identified key factors influencing their
success. The results indicated that not all students benefitted equally from Al-supported learning. Students
who actively engaged with the Al coach and adopted a deep approach to learning, which was characterized
by critical thinking and reflection, achieved higher performance and experienced greater satisfaction. In
contrast, those who passively followed the AI coach’s instructions and focused on rote memorization
struggled to integrate new knowledge and performed poorly.

The use of ChatGPT for academic studies, including in EFL education, has led to significant ethical debates.
A key concern is the potential for academic dishonesty, with some arguing that using Al-generated content
in academic writing constitutes a form of plagiarism, especially when authors do not acknowledge the Al
tool for its contributions with proper citation (Jarrah et al., 2023). Another critical ethical challenge is the
potential for Al to convey and present existing biases. As Al systems are trained on massive datasets of
human-generated content that may contain societal biases, these biases can be reflected in the Al-generated
content (Ray, 2023). The issue of bias in Al-generated content is particularly noteworthy in the Saudi
context, where cultural sensitivities and linguistic nuances may not be sufficiently represented in
ChatGPT’s training data (Urman & Makhortykh, . Privacy concerns also feature commonly in the ethical
discourse surrounding Al in education. The use of Al tools often involves collecting and processing
considerable amounts of students’ data, which raises questions about data security and student privacy
rights. These concerns are crucial for Saudi institutions where data protection regulations and cultural
attitudes toward privacy differ from other contexts (Alzahrani, 2024).

Faculty perspectives on using ChatGPT in EFL classrooms reveal mixed opinions. While some professors
recognize the benefits in terms of materials, resources, and enhanced time management, others express
concerns about plagiarism and reduced student effort (Elsaadany, 2024). Another study that investigated
into the way EFL faculty members felt about ChatGPT's efficacy in supporting student learning
(Mohamed, 2023) also showed mixed feelings among professors. Although some thought ChatGPT was a
useful tool for giving prompt and precise answers, others were worried that it could hinder critical thinking
and reinforce biases. This divide in opinion underscores the importance of developing guidelines for
effectively integrating Al tools like ChatGPT, "robust regulatory frameworks are needed that address
ethical, legal and privacy issues associated in Al" (Romero, 2023, p. 7). Addressing developing policies to
encourage the appropriate use of generative Al technologies by educators and students is essential for
fostering ethical and innovative learning environments. Alshammri (2024) found a similar divide among
Saudi students. While many appreciated ChatGPT’s assistance with content structuring, feedback, and
personalized support, others expressed concerns about potential academic dishonesty, overreliance on the
tool, and doubts about the accuracy of Al-generated content. This divide in opinion among both teachers
and learners reflects the multifaceted nature of Al integration in EFL education, where perceived benefits
are often counterbalanced by ethical concerns.

Despite the growing body of research only two years after the release of ChatGPT, there are notable gaps
in the current literature. Most studies have focused on specific aspects of language learning, such as
grammar or writing, without providing a comprehensive view of ChatGPT’s impact across all language
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skills. In addition, the long-term impacts of ChatGPT on language learning and learner autonomy have not
been thoroughly studied. The ethical implications and potential biases in Al-generated content for language
learning also require further investigation, particularly in diverse cultural contexts like Saudi Arabia.

The present study aims to address these gaps by exploring the holistic impact of ChatGPT of EFL teaching-
learning at the University of Hail. By exploring students’ experiences across various language skills and
investigating both benefits and challenges, this research seeks to provide a more comprehensive
understanding of ChatGPT’s role in EFL education. Furthermore, the study will contribute to the ongoing
discussion about best practices for integrating Al tools in language teaching and address the critical need
for practical guidelines and ethical considerations in their use, with a particular focus on the unique cultural
and educational context of Saudi Arabia.

Methodology

This study adopted a qualitative research approach with a case study design to explore the role of ChatGPT
on EFL learning and teaching at the University of Hail. The qualitative methodology was chosen for its
ability to provide rich, in-depth insight (Creswell & Poth, 2024) into the complex and multifaceted
experiences of students using Al technologies for language learning. This approach allows for the
exploration of nuanced perspectives, attitudes, and behaviours that may not be easily captured through
quantitative methods (Allan, 2020).

The case study design was specifically selected for its ability to provide an in-depth and contextualized
understanding of a phenomenon within its real setting (Yin, 2014). This approach is particularly well-suited
for studying the integration of innovative technologies like ChatGPT in EFL education. Firstly, it allows
for a holistic understanding of the complex interactions among technology, learners, and the educational
environment. In addition, case studies are ideal for exploring why and how questions (Yin, 2014), which
aligns with the aim of this study to explore how students use ChatGPT and why they perceive it as beneficial
or challenging. By employing a case study design within a qualitative inquiry approach and focusing on a
specific educational context, this research study aims to uncover detailed narratives and contextual
characteristics that construct learners’ perceptions of the benefits and challenges associated with the use of
ChatGPT in EFL learning.

While this case study focuses on the University of Hail, the findings from this research can be transferred
to other EFL learning contexts, particularly those with similar cultural, technological, and educational
characteristics. By providing detailed accounts of the Saudi EFL context, the specific characteristics of the
University of Hail, and the participants’ backgrounds, this study enables readers to evaluate the similarity
of their contexts to the one studied, which allows for informed judgments about the applicability of the
findings to other settings. Furthermore, the insights gained from this study can serve as a foundation for
developing frameworks that can be tested and refined in diverse EFL contexts and contribute to a broader
understanding of Al integration in language education.

Participants

The participants in this study consisted of six female undergraduate students enrolled in the English
program at the University of Hail. Each student was interviewed individually, and in addition, four focus
groups were conducted, each comprising four students. These students were selected based on their
voluntary and informal use of ChatGPT for their English language learning. It is important to note that the
use of ChatGPT was not a formal requirement or initiative from the university but rather a personal choice
made by the students to enhance their learning experience. All participants were using the free version of
ChatGPT, which is accessible through email registration only, at the time of data collection, ensuring a
common baseline among the group.

The selection of participants was conducted through purposeful sampling based on the initial author's
observations of classrooms and frequent interactions with students as their professor. This approach allowed
for the identification of students who had been actively and consistently using ChatGPT in their English
language studies. Before they participated in the study, all selected students were asked to sign informed
consent forms to ensure their voluntary participation and understanding of the research process.
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Data Collection

Data for this study were collected through a combination of six semi-structured individual interviews and
four focus group discussions with 4 students in each. Collecting data through multiple sources allowed for
both in-depth individual insights and collective insights that emerged from group interactions
(Baillie, 2019). All interviews were audio-recorded to ensure accurate data capture and to facilitate
thorough analysis.

All interviews were conducted in Arabic, the participants’ native language, to encourage free, nuanced, and
extensive expression of the participants' experiences and opinions on the use of ChatGPT for learning
English, which is also supported by the relevant literature indicating that using participants’ first language
in qualitative studies can lead to richer and more authentic data (Temple & Young, 2004). Subsequently,
the interviews were translated into English for analysis and reporting purposes. To ensure the accuracy and
confirmability of the translated data, the translations were reviewed by experts in the EFL field, a practice
recommended for cross-language qualitative research (Squires, 2009).

Ethical approval was obtained from the University of Hail (ethics approval number: H-2024-431) prior to
data collection, to ensure compliance with the institutional research standards and protect participants’
rights and well-being.

Data Analysis

The study employed thematic analysis in line with the six-phase approach developed by Braun and Clarke
(2006). This method was selected due to its adaptability and efficiency in finding, analysing, and presenting
patterns in qualitative data. The use of thematic analysis in this study allowed for a systematic yet flexible
approach to understanding the complex experiences of students using Al tools in language learning
(Nowell et al., 2017)

Through this rigorous analytical process, four main themes were generated from the data. These themes
(Improving Language Skills, Enhancing Self-Learning and Personal Interaction, Developing Research
Skills through Atrtificial Intelligence, and Fostering Curiosity and Knowledge among Students) cover the
key findings regarding the role of ChatGPT in EFL teaching-learning at the University of Hail. The six
phases of analysis included:

Familiarization with the information.
Producing initial codes.

Looking for recurring themes.
Analysing themes.

Finding and naming themes.
Producing the report.

o wdE

Results and Discussion

Most students in individual interviews and focus groups indicated explicitly and implicitly that using Al
tools contributed to their learning of EFL. Thematic analysis of the data revealed four themes that indicated
enhanced learning experiences associated with ChatGPT use. The themes and some examples that indicate
the role of ChatGPT in EFL learning are created by the author and presented in Table 1.
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Table 1.
The main themes and coded of excerpts samples
Themes Total number of coded Samples of the coded excerpts
excerpts
Learning to read in English feels easier when I use chat
Improving Language 22 GPT. | always ask it to give examples of reading
Skills passages, and | spend most of my free time finding and
reading extra materials (Entithar).
Enhancing Self-Learning 19 One day, | did not understand a specific topic in
and Personal Interaction English. | went to Chat GPT and asked it to explain the

topic to me. It explained the topic thoroughly with
supporting details and sources and it also presented
some further interactive questions to ensure that |
understood the topic clearly (Abeer).

Developing Research 14 Sometimes when having difficulty doing my research
Skills through Atrtificial tasks, | ask for help from Chat GPT. | ask it to suggest
Intelligence some effective keywords, evaluate resources critically

and organise information methodically. It helps a lot
with my research writing (Aishah)

Fostering Curiosity and 9 Chat GPT encouraged me to read further analytical
Knowledge among readings on the assigned articles. As a result, | started
Students to engage in literacy communities online. My

interaction with those communities helped me discover
exciting and new dimensions in their studies (Abeer)

Theme 1: Improving Language Skills

The findings showed that ChatGPT can help students improve their English language skills, especially
reading and writing skills, by providing additional practice opportunities. Three female students mentioned
that they use ChatGPT to generate and read texts in their areas of interest. For example, Abeer said she uses
ChatGPT to quickly find additional resources to improve her understanding of the study material. She added
that this provides a faster answer to some questions she has compared to the conventional strategies she
and her friends had been using before starting to use ChatGPT. In a similar vein, Aishah stated the following
to demonstrate how ChatGPT changed her reading practices: “ChatGPT has changed the way I interact
with texts. Thanks to it, | am now able to read and understand texts more deeply and quickly, which has
significantly enhanced my reading skills.” Additionally, one also mentioned during a focus group interview
that she uses ChatGPT like a tutor by asking it to correct texts just like a teacher would:

ChatGPT has helped me correct grammatical and spelling mistakes, improve my writing style, and make
my writing clearer and more professional. All | need to do is finish writing a text, paste it into ChatGPT,
and ask it to comment on and critique my writing. It shows me the mistakes, explains the corrections, and
suggests suitable alternatives (FG4).

Two students mentioned that they use ChatGPT to enhance their speaking skills. One stated that she looks
up the pronunciation of words in ChatGPT and uses the audio feature on the mobile app to learn the correct
pronunciation. Another mentioned that she uses ChatGPT to find programs that help her learn and practice
pronunciation in English:

The sites | used to practice correct word pronunciation were recommended by ChatGPT. These days, | use
the Oxford Learner's Dictionaries, Merriam-Webster Dictionary, and Cambridge Dictionary. When | asked
ChatGPT about websites that provide pronunciations in different accents, it suggested these excellent sites,
and I rely on them for accurate pronunciation (Entithar).

Moreover, Amani said she talks with ChatGPT as if it were a real person. She uses it as a written and spoken
conversation tool instead of speaking with people she cannot find to practice the language with. Abeer
supported this by stating that ChatGPT has boosted her confidence in conversations. She spends a lot of
time chatting with ChatGPT, which has enhanced her practice and communication skills and helped her
speak English fluently without hesitation.

&
a4

https://amazoniainvestiga.info/ ISSN 2322- 6307

This article presents no conflicts of interest. This article is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International @' 3

License (CC BY 4.0). Reproduction, distribution, and public communication of the work, as well as the creation of derivative Trepene Commore Satricutiae 4.0
works, are permitted provided that the original source is cited. e ngtiong |05 04400

213



https://amazoniainvestiga.info/

214

Similar remarks were also made in one of the focus group interviews:

ChatGPT is an informal and safe environment that allows us to practice the language without fear of making
mistakes. Unlike with a teacher, when we need to ask a teacher a question, it must be well-structured and
correctly phrased, but with ChatGPT, the phrasing of the question doesn’t matter as much. It understands
and responds even if there are mistakes in the question. Sometimes it asks if you mean this or that, and we
really like that (FG1).

The use of ChatGPT for speaking practice reflects the Interaction Hypothesis, which posits that language
acquisition occurs through meaningful interaction (Long, 1981). By simulating conversations, ChatGPT
provides a low-stakes environment for students to engage in language production, which helps lower their
affective filter and increase their willingness to communicate.

Lastly, two students mentioned that they use ChatGPT to expand their vocabulary. They said they can
request definitions of new words to understand them correctly and sometimes ask for examples of new
words and their use in sentences to learn how to use them correctly. Athwa mentioned she uses ChatGPT
to enhance spelling as a spell checker. She said that in the past, she paid for and used Grammarly, but now
it’s easier with ChatGPT. She pastes the written text and asks ChatGPT to check if it is correct. Four
students mentioned that ChatGPT has helped enhance their grammar skills through grammar training. They
said they can ask questions about English grammar and receive detailed explanations:

Each of us faces difficulty using different tenses in English. | used ChatGPT to ask questions about grammar
and practice exercises. | noticed a significant improvement in my understanding of tenses compared to
before, which has increased my motivation and commitment to practising the language regularly (Amal).

Theme 2: Enhancing Self-Learning and Personal Interaction

The analysis of the data also revealed that ChatGPT encourages participants’ self-learning endeavours by
offering personal interaction opportunities. Four students mentioned that they use ChatGPT frequently
outside of traditional class times, which has helped them identify their learning needs and start working
towards meeting them. They also noted that ChatGPT has enhanced their self-learning, as they no longer
need help from the teacher for language learning outside of regular class hours and have become more
independent and proactive in their studies:

ChatGPT has become my personal tutor. I can ask it any question about anything I don’t understand. It
explains things in detail, and if I write “I don’t understand that” it provides a more precise explanation until
I get it (Athwa).

Similarly, one mentioned that ChatGPT provides individual support and can adapt to students' needs,
helping them address their specific weaknesses. Four students in one of the focus groups noted that
ChatGPT has made learning more enjoyable and motivating, increasing their engagement:

The games and educational activities that we can design and develop ChatGPT have considerably increased
our motivation. I can design language games like puzzles and linguistic challenges and play them with my
classmates, making learning more fun for us. We really enjoy using ChatGPT to learn English (FG3).

In a similar comment, Amani mentioned that her interaction with ChatGPT made her more competent as a
self-directed learner:

The interactive nature of ChatGPT can make learning more engaging and less intimidating than traditional
methods. | have a great time sitting at home writing to ChatGPT, which responds, explains, and clarifies.
My motivation to learn has truly increased, and | am trying to learn more about grammar and its uses.

Two students mentioned that ChatGPT has enhanced their self-learning by breaking down the fear and
shyness of asking questions in class, as they can ask questions in a non-formal setting anytime and
anywhere. One group of students noted that ChatGPT is suitable for all levels of learners because it can
adapt its responses according to different levels. Regarding increased student engagement with ChatGPT,
one student mentioned that she creates stories in English and then posts them to ChatGPT for review and
correction. ChatGPT corrects and critiques the stories, highlighting their strengths and weaknesses. Two
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students mentioned that they translate texts from their native language to English using ChatGPT without
consulting the teacher, which enhances their understanding of the language quickly and easily.

Previously, I used Google Translate to translate some words and texts, but I didn’t really understand them,
or a large number of extremely basic linguistic errors were present. Sometimes it would write the same
word but in Arabic letters. Now, with ChatGPT, translation is very enjoyable, easy, and clear, and | can
also ask for more explanations when | am not sure (FG4).

Based on students’ remarks, ChatGPT has also provided support for independent learning at their own pace
and capabilities. One student mentioned that she spends a lot of time outside of class working with ChatGPT
because she feels her educational level needs additional support in learning English as a foreign language,
and she needs to develop it personally and flexibly according to her educational needs.

The participants’ experiences in terms of self-learning and personal interaction strongly connect to the
concept of learner autonomy in language education, where students take charge of their own learning
process. The personalized support offered by ChatGPT aligns with Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal
Development theory, which suggests offering scaffolding tailored to individual student needs so that
learners can progress beyond their existing skills with support from a more knowledgeable other
(Cai et al., 2024).

While ChatGPT has clearly enhanced English language learning experiences, students have encountered
several challenges that need careful consideration. These difficulties primarily revolve around issues of
accuracy and over-reliance on technology, potentially impacting the overall learning process and social
aspects of education.

One significant concern raised by students is the occasional inaccuracy or incompleteness of information
provided by ChatGPT. This issue was reported by three participants, who expressed difficulty in
comprehending some of the Al-generated responses and explanations. Such instances often require
additional support or clarification from external sources, as Athwa described: “Sometimes the information
provided by ChatGPT is inaccurate or incomplete. What | do is to copy the information ChatGPT gives me
and paste it into Google Search to verify it”. This practice of cross-reference highlights the importance of
critical thinking and information literacy skills when engaging with Al-generated content.

Another challenge that emerged from the study is the potential for over-reliance on technology. Students
reported a growing dependence on ChatGPT, which may reduce opportunities for peer collaboration, idea
exchange, and seeking help from human sources. One participant specifically noted that this dependence
has led to a perceived decline in her social communication skills. The individual nature of interaction with
ChatGPT, while beneficial for personalized learning, may reduce valuable face-to-face interactions and
collaborative learning experiences that are crucial for language learning and social skill development.

Theme 3: Developing Research Skills through Artificial Intelligence

The data analysis also revealed that ChatGPT significantly enhanced participants’ research abilities. Four
students noted that ChatGPT is a useful tool that has developed their research skills through brainstorming.
Amani said: “Whenever I am unsure about what topic to write about, I ask ChatGPT to brainstorm with
me, elaborate on my ideas, and help me get started. Sometimes I get stuck and don't know how or where to
begin”. Three students mentioned that ChatGPT helped them search for information and provided quick
and accurate answers, which improved their skills in gathering information on a specific topic they wanted
to research. Additionally, one student mentioned that ChatGPT was successful in providing a mind map of
a specific topic when gathering information about it. A group of students also noted another advantage of
ChatGPT as it fostered their creativity, especially in cases where they were asked to choose the topic of the
writing task themselves. They would ask ChatGPT about some topics, and it would provide several ideas
from which the student could choose and complete the task:

If I am confused about choosing a topic to write a story or an article about, | go to ChatGPT and tell it my
interests, such as friendship or daily routines, and it gives me several topics to choose from. | indeed find
suitable options from its suggestions and quickly write about them to complete my tasks more efficiently
(FG2).
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The data from the students also indicated that ChatGPT is a successful tool for providing additional sources
for research. Two students mentioned that the premium edition of ChatGPT helped them gather information
from various sources, such as books, academic articles, databases, and reliable websites. Amal noted:
"ChatGPT premium not only provides me with scientific sources for research but also allows me to check
if these sources are reliable by verifying the accuracy and objectivity of the data".

ChatGPT also helped students organize and sequence their ideas in research writing. Two students stated
that ChatGPT organizes their ideas logically, classifies them by importance, and helps in arranging them
systematically to clarify the logical sequence. Two students also noted that ChatGPT assisted them in
refining the content by reviewing texts and providing feedback on how to revise and correct them. One
group of students mentioned that ChatGPT facilitated analytical writing practice. They stated that they
request help in writing reports and articles by asking ChatGPT for reviews and critiques of these texts:

Sometimes | write articles or short reports on specific topics and then ask ChatGPT to review the text and
provide feedback on how to improve the style, structure, or argument presented. | receive immediate
comments on my language use, which enhances my correct use of language (FG1).

A positive contribution of using ChatGPT for students is its feature of providing immediate feedback. Two
students mentioned that ChatGPT's effective immediate feedback feature helped them correct grammatical
and linguistic errors promptly, which reduced their anxiety and increased their confidence by continuously
learning from their mistakes when using ChatGPT for this purpose. ChatGPT also assisted students with
time management skills. One student mentioned that they asked ChatGPT for advice on how to effectively
organize the time when writing an essay or research paper, and it helped them allocate time and tasks in a
clear and organized manner. In this theme, it was repeatedly mentioned by most students that ChatGPT
enhanced their research skills by suggesting additional questions. When ChatGPT asks additional questions
that might be important for improving research and deepening the understanding of the topic, it helps in
elaborating on the subjects and broadening perspectives.

Theme 4: Fostering Curiosity and Knowledge among Students

Finally, the analysis revealed that ChatGPT enhanced students' curiosity in learning English. Three students
indicated that asking open-ended questions to ChatGPT helps practice the language by exploring various
aspects of a topic. They noted that open-ended questions are used to request an analysis of a particular topic,
leading ChatGPT to provide detailed information that the student then researches further, which nurtures
their curiosity. In this line, Abeer stated the following:

ChatGPT has given me a deeper desire and hunger to search for information. When it provides me with
specific information, I don’t just stop there; I search and search more for additional details. It has allowed
me to delve deeper into learning English compared to traditional methods.

ChatGPT also helped stimulate active thinking among the participants. One student mentioned that she
didn’t just learn English as a language but also researched other topics, such as social or political issues, in
English to extend her sociocultural knowledge from various angles. Two students mentioned that they
became more competent at analysing different perspectives using ChatGPT. Aishah said: “I often ask
ChatGPT to provide different viewpoints on a particular topic, and then I compile and compare those
viewpoints, discussing and analysing the similarities and differences between them.” Another student
mentioned that when asking ChatGPT to correct grammatical and linguistic errors in her writing, she seeks
to understand the reasons behind the corrections to improve her writing skills more broadly. Additionally,
the students’ data showed that ChatGPT enhanced curiosity through dynamic interaction. One student noted
that ChatGPT encouraged discussions and learning more to obtain additional information. Amani said that
ChatGPT stimulated her curiosity by presenting challenging questions and language problems in learning
English. She mentioned: “When using ChatGPT, I challenge myself by responding to discussion questions
it presents on a certain topic. It then responds with another question, and I answer that, and it continues in
this way.” Similarly, one student said that ChatGPT provides ongoing support and encouragement during
interactions, similar to a teacher. It offers continuous motivational phrases, which gave her greater
confidence in communicating with it.

Overall, the analysis showed that students’ enhanced curiosity in learning which emerged as their
interaction with ChatGPT encouraged them to explore various topics and perspectives resonates strongly
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with incidental learning in language acquisition, where learners acquire language skills while engaging with
content that interests them (Rodgers, 2015).

Discussion

This study explored the role of ChatGPT in EFL learning at the University of Hail and revealed both
significant benefits and notable challenges. The results add to the growing body of research on Al
integration in language learning and provide information that can guide TESOL practices and future studies.

The improvement of language skills emerged as a primary benefit of ChatGPT use, which aligns with earlier
research that highlights AI’s potential to enhance language learning outcomes (Barrot, 2024; Han, 2024).
Particularly noteworthy is the tool’s ability to support multiple language skills simultaneously. The
students’ experiences with ChatGPT for reading comprehension, writing feedback, and vocabulary
expansion demonstrate its versatility in supporting diverse aspects of language acquisition, which addresses
a gap identified in earlier research (e.g., Kucuk, 2024) that often focused on language skills or systems in
isolation. Moreover, this multifaceted support aligns with the findings of Choi et al. (2024) and Huang et
al. (2023), both of whom emphasized AI’s capacity to offer personalized learning experiences across
various language domains. In this context, educators should consider incorporating Al tools like ChatGPT
into their teaching practices for providing additional practice opportunities and personalized feedback.

The theme of enhanced self-learning and personal interaction reflects Al’s potential to foster learner
autonomy, a crucial aspect often emphasized in TESOL literature (Kuddus, 2022; Zou, Reinders, et al.,
2023). The students’ reported increase in independence and proactive learning behaviours suggests that
ChatGPT may serve as a catalyst for self-directed learning and address the need for more personalized and
adaptive learning experiences in EFL contexts. However, this finding also raises questions about the
optimal balance between Al-assisted learning and traditional classroom interactions, echoing concerns
raised by Kasneci et al. (2023) about the potential over-reliance on technology in instructional settings.
Therefore, while creating opportunities for the benefits of Al, it is crucial to maintain opportunities for peer
collaboration and teacher-student interaction to ensure holistic language development. Curriculum design
can play a critical role in ensuring this balance by offering guidance on how to effectively use Al tools for
self-directed learning in order to empower students to take control of their language journey without over-
relying on tools.

The development of research skills through Al interaction represents a novel finding that extends beyond
typical language learning outcomes. This aspect of ChatGPT use aligns with broader educational goals of
fostering critical thinking and information literacy skills, as emphasized by Wang et al. (2023). The tool’s
ability to assist with brainstorming, data gathering, and analytical writing suggests potential applications
beyond language learning, possibly contributing to academic skills development across disciplines. Given
these benefits, teaching materials should be designed to encourage students to critically evaluate
Al-generated content to enhance critical thinking skills, language skills, and digital literacy skills at the
same time.

The theme of fostering curiosity and knowledge among students highlights ChatGPT’s emerging role in
promoting deeper engagement with learning materials and broader academic topics. This finding resonates
with the work of Muthmainnah et al. (2024) and Wei (2023), who emphasized the importance of Al in
creating more engaging and motivating learning environments. However, it also underscores the need for
careful integration of Al tools to ensure they complement rather than replace human-led instruction and
peer interaction.

Despite these positive outcomes, the challenges identified in this study, particularly regarding information
accuracy and potential over-reliance on Al, echo concerns also raised in previous research (e.g., Ghimire
et al., 2024; Hieu & Thao, 2024). These findings highlight the critical need for developing comprehensive
guidelines and ethical frameworks for Al use in EFL contexts, as suggested by Elsaadany (2024 and
Mohamed (2023). Furthermore, the concerns about reduced social interaction and collaborative learning
opportunities point to the importance of maintaining a balanced approach that integrates Al tools while
preserving valuable face-to-face interactions in language learning environments. Teaching materials that
include discussions on the ethical use of Al in academic contexts could also be valuable in addressing key
issues such as plagiarism and over-reliance on technology.
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Finally, the analysis showed that the benefits introduced under the four themes are interconnected in that
they can reinforce each other. To illustrate, as students gain confidence in their language abilities through
ChatGPT-assisted practice, they become more motivated to engage in independent learning activities (e.g.,
increased reading comprehension skills may encourage students to explore more complex materials
autonomously). As students become more autonomous learners, they become better able to utilize ChatGPT
for research purposes through its capabilities such as organizing ideas and analyzing different perspectives
on a topic. Moreover, the development of research skills is closely linked to fostering curiosity. As students
learn to use ChatGPT for brainstorming and information gathering, they naturally become more curious
about various topics. This curiosity, in turn, drives them to further develop research skills and create a
positive feedback loop of learning and exploration.

Conclusions

In conclusion, the current study adds to the ongoing debate over the function of generative Al tools in
TESOL by offering a sophisticated perspective on the function of ChatGPT, the most popular generative
Al tool, in EFL instruction. The findings of the present study are novel in several aspects, particularly in
revealing the multifaceted role of ChatGPT in EFL learning. They showed that students obtained benefits
not only in language skills development but also through the enhancement of autonomous learning, research
skills, and curiosity among students. This holistic view of AI’s role in language learning represents a
significant contribution to the field of research in TESOL.

According to the results, even if ChatGPT has a lot to offer in terms of improving language proficiency and
learner autonomy, integrating it into EFL programmes requires careful management to handle issues and
ethical concerns. Future investigations ought to concentrate on identifying and developing best practices
for Al integration in EFL, exploring long-term effects on language learning, and investigating strategies to
mitigate potential negative impacts on social learning aspects. As Al tools continue to evolve, ongoing
assessment and adaptation of their use in language education will be crucial to ensure it enhances rather
than diminishes the quality of EFL learning and teaching and students’ relevant experiences. In addition,
future research should aim to present the perspectives of multiple stakeholders (i.e., students, teachers,
educational leaders) together and in relation to each other, which is necessary for developing a
comprehensive and holistic view of the challenges and benefits associated with Al use in instructional
settings for language learning. In a similar vein, comparative studies across different cultural and
educational contexts could provide a more comprehensive understanding of how Al tools can be effectively
integrated into diverse EFL settings. Lastly, longitudinal studies that adopt mixed-methods approaches
could be helpful in ensuring depth and breadth in evaluating the long-term role of Al integration in language
learning and learner autonomy.

The findings of this study have significant implications for various stakeholders in the TESOL field. For
educators, the findings underscore the need to develop new pedagogical approaches that effectively
integrate Al tools like ChatGPT into their teaching practices while maintaining a balance with conventional
approaches. This may involve redesigning teaching programs to incorporate Al-enhanced learning activities
and developing strategies to benefit from ChatGPT’s strengths in personalized feedback and generating
practice activities. For administrators and policymakers. The study emphasises how crucial it is to create
precise regulations and ethical guidelines for the use of Al in language instruction, considering concerns
like data privacy, academic integrity, and fair access. Additionally, there is a need for professional
development programs to equip teachers with the skills necessary to effectively utilize and critically
evaluate Al tools in their classrooms. For students, the findings emphasize the potential of Al as a powerful
learning assistant, but also the importance of developing critical thinking skills to navigate and verify
Al-generated information.

A key limitation of this study is the gender-specific nature of the participant group, which consisted solely
of female students. This limitation arose from national regulations that restricted the female researcher’s
ability to interact with male students due to the gender segregation policy in the research setting.
Consequently, the findings may not fully represent the experiences and perspectives of male EFL learners.
This gender-specific data collection could overlook potential differences in Al usage, learning preferences,
and challenges that may exist between male and female students in EFL contexts. Additionally, the study’s
focus on a single institution, the University of Hail, may limit the relevance of findings to other educational
settings with different cultural, technological, and pedagogical contexts. In this regard, future studies should
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try to incorporate a more varied participant pool from different institutions and genders in order to give a
deeper understanding of ChatGPT's impact on EFL instruction.
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