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Executive Summary

This report presents the findings of an exploratory, student-centred research project that

investigated University of Warwick students’ perceptions of using artificial intelligence (Al)
to enhance their study skills. Funded by the Student Fellow Strategic Fund of the Warwick
International Higher Education Academy (WIHEA), the project was led through a staff-

student partnership and examined how students access, use, and make sense of Al tools
within and alongside their academic practices, as well as their motivations for and concerns
about incorporating Al into their study routines.

The project responds to the rapid expansion of generative Al in higher education and the
relative lack of empirical evidence capturing students’ perspectives across disciplines and
levels of study. While much existing research focuses on educator viewpoints or discipline-
specific implementations, this study foregrounds students’ lived experiences of Al use for
study purposes, including academic writing, learning support, and skill development.

Data was collected through online focus groups with Warwick students who have used Al
for study purposes. A thematic analysis was conducted to identify patterns relating to (1)
academic practices involving Al, (2) students’ motivations and concerns, and (3) accessibility
and technical literacy. The findings reveal a complex and nuanced picture in which students
recognise Al as a valuable support for learning and efficiency, while also expressing
uncertainty around ethical boundaries, academic integrity, transparency of expectations,
and unequal access to tools and guidance.

The key aim of this report is to provide evidence-based, student-informed insights that can
support educators, academic developers, and institutional stakeholders in understanding
how Al is currently being used for study purposes and where gaps in guidance, support, and
policy may exist. Throughout the report, we offer recommendations that emphasise clarity,
inclusivity, and ethical engagement with Al, while recognising that students’ varying needs,
study tools, and academic practices are rapidly evolving.

The report does not represent an official University of Warwick position. Instead, it is
intended to inform future conversations, policy development, and educational practice
related to Al in higher education. It aligns with Warwick’s strategic priorities of Leading
Educational Excellence, Empowering Students and Graduates, and promoting an Inclusive
Student Experience, by highlighting how student voices can inform more equitable and
effective approaches to Al integration in higher education.

We acknowledge that the findings represent a snapshot in time within a fast-moving
technological landscape. Although planned dissemination activities such as workshops and
policy engagement are ongoing, the research and thematic analysis presented here form a
robust foundation for future work, including policy briefs, educational resources, and
collaborative dialogue across the Warwick community and beyond.
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The report is structured around three core themes:

(1) academic practices and study activities supported by Al,

(2) motivations, concerns, and ethical considerations shaping Al use,
(3) students’ access to and understanding of Al tools.

Readers are encouraged to engage with the sections most relevant to their interests,
whether they are seeking insight into student experiences, implications for teaching and
learning with Al, or considerations for inclusive and responsible Al use in higher education.

Finally, for comments or suggestions on this report and to inform future initiatives related
to Al and study practices, readers are invited to share their feedback via the following

link: https://forms.office.com/e/a0hqYKdtUv?origin=lprLink.
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Project Overview

The growing recognition of artificial intelligence (Al) to optimise students’ skill development
(Celik et al., 2024) and to support learning in higher education (HE) is transformative. Al is
increasingly shaping academic activities, including writing (Baron, 2023), speaking (Fathi et
al., 2024), and the development of interactional skills (Zhai & Wibowo, 2023). Similar to the
need for developing a roadmap to research using generative Al, universities and other
educational institutions must assess the implications of emerging Al technologies for
pedagogy, including how students learn, how educators teach, and how students’ learning
practices are supported and developed.

Developments in Al are fast-moving, and the growth of Al tools, particularly generative and
foundation models, continues to accelerate. While existing research has begun to examine
the educational implications of Al, much of this work focuses on limited disciplines or levels
of study (Crompton & Burke, 2023) and is predominantly framed from the educator’s
perspective (Gasevic et al., 2023). This project responds to a clear gap in understanding how
students themselves perceive and utilise Al in their study processes, particularly in relation
to academic practices, motivations and concerns, as well as accessibility issues around Al
use. This report provides a snapshot in time of Warwick students’ perspectives on using Al
to enhance their study skills.

The project was conducted between February and July 2025 and was designed to generate
student-centred evidence that can inform future dialogue, policy development, and
educational practice related to Al in higher education. It aims to provide insights that may
support more inclusive, transparent, and effective approaches to Al integration within the
university, while recognising that Al technologies and associated practices will continue to
evolve. Specifically, the project investigated three key areas:

e Students’ purposes for using Al: Identifying the main reasons and specific academic
activities (e.g., comprehension, productivity, addressing academic challenges,
collaboration) for which students employ Al tools and how they integrate them into their
study methods.

e Student motivations and concerns: Exploring the driving factors behind students’ Al use
and the issues they encounter regarding Al integration into their study routines.

e Al tool accessibility: Examining what Al tools students use, their affordability, availability,
ease of use, institutional support, and the technical literacy required.

This project was conducted to support:

e Warwick’s vision of learning beyond boundaries and strengthened student—staff
partnership.

e The pedagogic aims and principles underpinning inclusive, innovative teaching and
learning at Warwick.

This is University of Warwick.
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e Warwick’s 2030 strategic commitment to ensuring that, irrespective of background,
disability, faith, gender, race, or sexual orientation, all students have equitable

opportunities to thrive and progress in their studies as the landscape of Al continues to
evolve.

The project involved online focus groups with University of Warwick students who had
varying experience using Al for study purposes. Qualitative data were analysed using
thematic analysis to identify key themes related to Al academic practices and accessibility,
and students’ motivations and concerns. The findings presented in this report are grounded
in student voices and do not represent an official institutional position.

This interdisciplinary research project, and its key strands, was led through a staff-student
partnership by the following team:

e DrYanyan Li (Lead)
e Dr Meifang Zhuo (Co-Lead)

e Gunisha Aggarwal (Co-Lead)

e Dr Tom Ritchie (Academic advisor)
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Methodology
Participants

Participants were recruited through an online screening questionnaire distributed via
University of Warwick communication channels. The questionnaire invited students who
had experience using Al for academic purposes to register their interest in taking part in
online focus groups. It collected information on participants’ prior use of Al for academic
purposes, demographic background (including age and gender), level of English language
proficiency, level and year of study, degree programme and department, self-reported
confidence in using Al tools, length of experience using Al for academic purposes, types of Al
tools used (e.g. ChatGPT, Perplexity, Elicit), and availability to attend a focus group.

Responses to the screening questionnaire were used to select participants purposively.
Selection aimed to ensure diversity in level of study (undergraduate, postgraduate taught,
and postgraduate research), disciplinary background, confidence with Al tools, and types of
Al tools used. This approach supported the project’s aim of capturing a wide range of
student perspectives and experiences of Al use for study purposes.

A total of 17 students participated in the study, including 6 undergraduate (UG), 5
postgraduate taught (PGT), and 6 postgraduate research (PGR) students from a range of
academic disciplines, including linguistics, literature, medical and health sciences, computer
science, business, management, and economics. Social sciences disciplines were the most
represented field. Participants ranged in age from their 20s to 50s, with the majority (13 out
of 17) aged between 20 and 30. The sample included female and male participants, with
females forming a slight majority, and one participant preferring not to disclose their
gender. Most participants reported native or fluent English proficiency, with only one
indicating intermediate proficiency. Confidence in using Al tools varied. However, most
participants described themselves as somewhat or extremely confident, with fewer
reporting neutral confidence levels. The duration of Al tool use ranged from less than six
months to more than two years, with many participants reporting one to two years of
experience. All participants reported using Al tools for academic purposes, most commonly
ChatGPT, often alongside other tools such as Perplexity, Gemini, DeepSeek, Claude, and
other discipline-specific or productivity-oriented platforms.

Participants were allocated across three online focus groups, with two groups comprising six
participants and one group comprising five participants. All focus groups were conducted in
English.

Data collection

Data were collected through three two-hour online focus groups conducted via Microsoft
Teams and facilitated and moderated by the members of the research team. Focus groups
were employed as the primary mode of data generation, as they enable the exploration of
This is University of Warwick.
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various perspectives on and attitudes towards a specific topic (Bajnok et al., 2024), allowing
students to reflect on, share and compare their purposes for using Al in their studies, their
motivations and concerns regarding the integration of Al into study routines, and their
experiences of accessing and using Al tools, in a permissive and non-threatening
environment (Krueger & Casey, 2014). The online delivery of the focus groups supported
accessibility and participation across different programmes and levels of study, as
participants could remain in their own environments, which helped to increase their
willingness to take part (Rose et al., 2019).

All focus groups were audio- and video-recorded using Microsoft Teams with participants’
informed consent. Microsoft Teams’ automatic transcription function was used to generate
initial transcripts. To ensure accuracy and reliability, members of the research team
manually replayed the recordings and reviewed and corrected the transcripts prior to
analysis.

Data analysis

The corrected transcripts were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke,

2021). This involved familiarisation with the data, systematic coding, and the identification
and refinement of themes related to students’ purposes for using Al, their motivations and
concerns, as well as Al tool accessibility. This approach enabled the identification of shared
patterns across participants, as well as nuanced differences in experiences across levels of

study and disciplinary contexts.

Thematic analysis identified three overarching themes. First, participants unveiled their
purposes for using Al for learning, reflecting on specific academic activities where they have
used Al. Participants’ responses highlight strategic and critical uses of Al, such as utilising it
as a personal tutor, a tool to overcome initial barriers of assignments and course learning,
and a scaffold for academic challenges. Additionally, participants also mentioned the
negative impacts of using Al for learning on their socioemotional behaviour. Second,
participants revealed several concerns and reported fluctuating motivations in using Al for
learning since its inception in 2022. Their responses show that their engagement with Al is
shaped by their evolving learning needs, curiosity about Al tools, pressure on academic
learning, peer and instructor influence, as well as exposure to social media discourse about
Al. Students also voiced concerns about ethical issues in Al use, raising questions about the
reliability of Al. Third, participants expressed several accessibility-related issues concerning
Al tools, including disparities in access, financial difficulties, and insufficient digital literacy
and guidance across disciplines. Students also noted the importance of institutional support,
equitable access, and clear policy frameworks. These themes provided a comprehensive
understanding of students’ experiences, informing the policy implications presented in this
report.

Ethical considerations
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Ethical approval for this project was obtained from the Humanities and Social Sciences
Research Ethics Committee (HSSREC) at the University of Warwick prior to data collection.
All participants provided informed consent and were informed of their right to withdraw.
Each participant received a £20 Edenred voucher as a token of thanks for their contributions
to the online focus groups. Participants’ anonymity and confidentiality were maintained
throughout the research process, and all data were securely stored in accordance with
University of Warwick data protection policies and UK GDPR requirements.
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Key Insights and Policy Recommendations

Part 1: Purposes of using Al for study
by Dr Yanyan Li

Focus group discussions revealed that, rather than relying on Al solely to complete tasks,
students use Al both strategically and critically. Students demonstrate an overwhelmingly
positive attitude toward learning with Al, rather than resisting its use for study. The role of
Al extends beyond efficiency gains, providing cognitive support, confidence-building, and
scaffolding for academic challenges. At the same time, students’ use of Al has both positive
and negative effects on their engagement and socioemotional behaviour, shaping learning
motivation, collaborative learning, and social interactions in nuanced ways. These findings
highlight the dual nature of Al as both a supportive academic tool and a factor that may
alter learning and social dynamics among students.

Key insights

1) Al as a personal tutor and learning facilitator
Students often use Al interactively, treating it like a study partner rather than a passive
tool. In this role, Al allows them to:

e ask questions and explore topics in a conversational way, enhancing understanding.

e clarify concepts before engaging with complex materials.

e receive structured guidance, which is particularly valuable for students facing
academic challenges, such as writing long essays or studying in a non-native
language.

e approach tasks with more confidence, using Al as a scaffold that supports self-
directed learning.

2) Overcoming initial barriers to studying
Al helps students overcome the ‘blank page’ problem and feelings of overwhelm at the
start of courses and assignments. Specifically, it:

e assists in summarising key concepts, organising information, and streamlining course
materials to support students’ initial engagement with academic content.

e provides prompts, examples, or starting points to reduce cognitive load.

e helps students organise their thoughts and begin writing or planning without feeling
stuck.

e serves as a source of inspiration rather than a replacement for student work, giving
students the momentum to engage actively with the material.

3) Critical engagement with Al outputs
Although Al is widely used, students do not treat it as infallible. They:

This is University of Warwick.
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recognise that Al-generated content is subjective and may contain errors.

evaluate outputs critically, integrating them with their own knowledge and research.
use Al as a tool for brainstorming or clarification rather than as a final authority.
develop a cautious approach that balances convenience with intellectual
responsibility.

4) Impact on academic engagement and socioemotional behaviour

The use of Al has nuanced effects on motivation, effort, and social learning:

Al can increase efficiency, allowing students to grasp material quickly and focus their
efforts where most needed.

For some, reliance on Al may reduce active engagement or effort, creating a sense of
ease that can contribute to procrastination.

Al’s impact on socioemotional and collaborative interactions is complex. Students’
experiences suggest that Al can both reduce and support social engagement: some
rely on it as a substitute for interacting with others, while others use it to facilitate
social interactions and build confidence. At the same time, Al can affect collaborative
learning, as some students rely on it for individual problem-solving rather than
discussing tasks with peers.

Policy implications

1) Promote Al as a learning support tool, not a replacement

Encourage policies and guidance that frame Al as a scaffold for learning (e.g., a
personal tutor or study partner) rather than a tool to complete assignments for
students, reflecting the co-intelligence model of human-Al collaboration.

Provide workshops or resources that help students leverage Al for idea generation,
comprehension of materials, and structured guidance while maintaining academic
integrity. These could include training on how to craft effective prompts, guiding
students to ask precise questions, explore ideas critically, and generate useful and
ethical outputs without bypassing their own thinking.

2) Support diverse student needs

Recognise that Al can particularly benefit students facing academic challenges, such
as non-native speakers or those struggling with complex assignments.

Policies could encourage Al integration into learning support services (academic
writing centres, study skills workshops) to reduce barriers and enhance confidence.

3) Develop critical digital literacy programmes

Students need guidance to critically evaluate Al outputs, understanding that they
may be subjective or contain errors.

Institutions could implement training programmes to promote critical engagement
with Al, teaching students to integrate Al outputs thoughtfully into research and
study processes. These programmes should also encourage reflection on how

This is University of Warwick.
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students use Al, including how they formulate prompts, interpret outputs, and
balance Al assistance with their own thinking, thereby fostering metacognition and
responsible use.

4) Balance efficiency with engagement

e While Al can improve efficiency, it may reduce active engagement or encourage
overreliance.

e Policies could promote reflective practices or structured assignments that ensure
students engage deeply with material, rather than relying solely on Al summaries or
solutions.

5) Support social, emotional and collaborative learning

e Recognise that Al can both support and inhibit social interaction and collaboration.

e Encourage the design of Al-enhanced learning activities that foster peer collaboration
and discussion, ensuring that Al complements rather than replaces social learning
experiences.

6) Monitor and evaluate Al’s impact on learning

e Establish mechanisms to evaluate how Al use affects student engagement, learning
outcomes, and socioemotional development. This could include: i) collecting data
through surveys, focus groups, or interviews to capture students’ experiences and
perceptions; ii) tracking academic performance and engagement metrics to identify
changes linked to Al-assisted learning; iii) monitoring collaborative and social
behaviours in Al-enhanced learning environments to understand their impact on
peer interactions.

e Use these insights to develop evidence-based policies guiding responsible Al
integration in teaching, learning, and assessment, adjusting strategies based on
observed challenges and best practices to enhance learning, critical thinking, and
socioemotional development.

Part 2: Motivations and concerns about using Al in study
by Dr Meifang Zhuo

Students’ motivation for Al use is not static but fluid and dynamic. It may begin with either
internal curiosity or external pressures, then fluctuate with their growing knowledge about
Al, accumulated experiences with Al tools, ongoing development of Al technology, evolving
learning and developmental needs and personal values, and changes within their broader
social and educational ecosystem (see the motigraphs in Figures 1-4).

This is University of Warwick.
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Key insights

1) As motivation changes over time and varies by context, static blanket Al policies, like
complete bans or unrestricted use, are likely ineffective.
2) As students’ knowledge of Al grows, their motivation typically shifts from indifference or
negativity toward more positive attitudes. It means Al understanding is essential for
healthy motivation.
3) As students’ motivation is heavily shaped by several dynamics, including peer comments,
instructor perspectives and social media content, it indicates that
e students’ motivation is shaped by social processes, in addition to their own rational
evaluation of the capabilities or limitations of Al

e Peer validation works primarily in a positive/permissive direction, a possible
bandwagon effect for adoption but not for rejection

e Instructors have both the opportunity and the responsibility to support students to
develop a healthy motivation for Al use

e Students are vulnerable to viral Al content and controversy on social media without
deep understanding of Al

4) As international students find Al useful in assisting them to adapt to the UK educational
system and deal with language barriers in their course studies and assignments, Al has
the potential to bridge the awarding gap between home and international students.

This is University of Warwick.
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Policy implications

1) Develop flexible, adaptive, instead of ‘one-size-fits-all’ Al policies, which can evolve with
the development of technology and students’ needs. Meanwhile, the policies should
allow disciplinary variation to accommodate students’ learning needs. Additionally,
existing Al policies should be reviewed and updated regularly to reflect the development
of Al technology and align with the broader social and educational ecosystem. What
works this semester may be obsolete by next semester.

2) Create Al literacy programmes which focus on building shared understanding within
cohorts, departments, or learning communities, treating it as community competency
rather than individual training modules, as motivation is socially constructed.

3) Take proactive measures to shape the discourse on Al through multiple channels,
including orientation programmes, student ambassadors, clear instructor statements and
social media presence. Concurrently, create structured opportunities where students can
discuss the use of Al together, to channel peer influence productively.

4) Redesign assessment structures to align with Al-enabled reality across faculties, making
Al use either explicitly integrated, clearly irrelevant, or detectable, instead of a current
ambiguous middle ground that makes students feel that using Al is simultaneously
helpful and unfair.

5) Develop institutional positions on Al use and train instructors with corresponding
communication frameworks, so that instructors can have clear guidance on how to frame
Al in courses and communicate with their students consistently.

Part 3: Accessibility issues in using Al for study
by Gunisha Aggarwal

Al tools such as ChatGPT are becoming increasingly embedded in students’ academic
practices. However, disparities in access, understanding, and guidance are contributing to
inequitable and inconsistent use across departments. While many students already use Al,
variations in tool versions (free vs premium) and a lack of clear institutional policies
undermine fairness and responsible use.

Key insights
1) Unequal access and independent navigation

Al accessibility among students depends heavily on their financial capacity and digital
confidence. Students who can afford premium Al versions benefit from more advanced
features, creating a gap between users. Those with greater digital literacy navigate these
tools more effectively, often without formal support. Without institutional provision, Al use
risks reinforcing inequalities in academic performance and opportunity.

This is University of Warwick.
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2) Inadequate and inconsistent guidance on ethical and effective use of Al

Students report that current university guidance on ethical and effective Al use is unclear,
inconsistent, and fragmented across departments. The absence of unified guidance
contributes to confusion, uneven policy enforcement, and underreporting of Al use.
Students lack confidence in what constitutes ethical or acceptable engagement with Al tools.

3) Need for institutional support and Al literacy

Students consistently express a desire for structured institutional support, including access
to Al tools and training in their ethical and practical application. Providing Al resources and
literacy initiatives can promote responsible, equitable, and informed use, preparing students
for a digital future.

Policy implications
1) Provide institutional access to Al tools

e Offer university-funded access to approved Al platforms (e.g., expanding Microsoft
Co-pilot access for students).

e Provide opportunities for students to upskill and learn about Al through workshops
and training sessions.

2) Create awareness of and maintain an up-to-date university’s Al policy

e Offer a concise, high-level summary of the university’s Al policy that goes beyond just
examples of suggested uses, providing clarity on overarching principles and
guidelines.

¢ Include explicit disclosure and citation guidelines for Al-assisted work.

e Establish a regular review cycle to ensure the policy remains responsive to rapid
developments in Al technologies, tools, and emerging ethical concerns.

3) Build on existing Al literacy programmes

e Develop and market short, free courses on Al use, mirroring existing digital skills or
academic integrity modules.

e Build on the Al and Academic Integrity Moodle Course.

e Integrate Al literacy into induction and ongoing academic development programmes.

e Cover both technical navigation and ethical considerations, including bias, privacy,
academic honesty, and the evolving capabilities and limitations of Al tools.

4) Promote department-specific support

e Encourage departments to contextualise the general policy through subject-relevant
examples and scenarios.

This is University of Warwick.
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e Designate an ‘Al Guidance Lead’ in each department to provide tailored advice and
act as a liaison for policy implementation.
e Mandate the provision of Al guidance document for each piece of assessed work.

This is University of Warwick.
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Conclusion

This study provides student-centred exploration of how Al is used to support learning at the
University of Warwick. Focus group discussions reveal that students engage with Al both
strategically and critically, treating it as a co-intelligent partner rather than merely a tool to
complete tasks. Al plays multiple roles: it facilitates comprehension, scaffolds complex
assignments, helps overcome the ‘blank page’ problem, and builds confidence, particularly
for students facing language or disciplinary challenges. At the same time, Al use has
nuanced effects on engagement, motivation, and socioemotional behaviour, influencing
independent and collaborative learning, and peer interactions and engagement in both
positive and negative ways. Students’ motivations for using Al are dynamic and socially
situated. Influences include curiosity, academic pressures, peer perspectives, instructor
guidance, and exposure to wider discourse on Al. Access and digital literacy further shape
the benefits students gain from Al, highlighting potential inequities that could exacerbate
existing gaps between students with different levels of technical proficiency or financial
resources. These findings underscore the need for institutions to adopt adaptive, inclusive,
and evidence-based policies that promote responsible Al integration.

Recommendations emerging from this research include promoting Al as a scaffolded
learning tool, embedding critical digital literacy and reflective practices, ensuring equitable
access to Al platforms and guidance, supporting socioemotional and collaborative learning,
and monitoring the impact of Al on engagement, learning outcomes, and social
development.

Future research should extend these insights by exploring longitudinal impacts of Al on
students’ learning and socioemotional behaviours, examining discipline-specific practices,
and assessing how Al literacy programmes influence students’ critical engagement over
time. Additionally, institutions should experiment with innovative teaching and assessment
designs that integrate Al ethically and transparently.

By foregrounding student experiences, this report offers actionable insights for educators,
academic developers, and policymakers in higher education. It advocates for a balanced
approach to Al adoption in higher education, one that harnesses its potential to enhance
learning while safeguarding equity, integrity, and socioemotional development, and
encourages ongoing research and iterative policy development to respond to the rapidly
evolving technological and educational landscape.
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