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​Abstract:​​This study explored college students’ perceptions​​of using Artificial Intelligence (AI)​
​for academic purposes through semi-structured interviews. The researchers interviewed students​
​from a regional college to understand their definitions of AI, their perceptions of its advantages​
​and disadvantages, and their ethical concerns regarding AI use in academia. Using thematic​
​analysis (Kiger, & Varpio, 2020), four themes emerged: (1) definitions of AI in academics, (2)​
​advantages of using AI in academia, (3) concerns of using AI for academic integrity, and (4)​
​impacts of AI on jobs and environment. Although students acknowledge the benefits of using AI​
​tools, such as ChatGPT, their overall attitudes toward AI in academia were somewhat negative,​
​particularly in relation to issues of academic integrity, lack of genuine learning, cheating, and​
​plagiarism. Additionally, students expressed concerns about potential job displacement and the​
​environmental impact associated with AI-related energy consumption.​
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​P​​URPOSE​ ​OF​ ​THE​​S​​TUDY​

​Recently,​ ​college​ ​students​​have​​increasingly​​used​​Artificial​​Intelligence​​(AI)​​for​​various​
​academic​ ​tasks,​ ​ranging​ ​from​ ​idea​ ​generation​ ​to​ ​assistance​ ​with​ ​homework.​ ​Ethical​
​considerations​ ​regarding​ ​the​ ​use​ ​of​ ​AI​ ​as​ ​a​ ​learning​ ​tool​ ​have​ ​been​ ​widely​ ​discussed​ ​among​
​students​​and​​instructors​​(Sedlbauer​​et​​al.,​​2024).​​Previous​​research​​on​​college​​students'​​use​​of​​AI​
​has​ ​examined​ ​students’​ ​self-confidence​ ​in​ ​using​ ​AI​ ​for​ ​academic​ ​purposes,​ ​the​ ​perceived​
​benefits​​of​​AI​​use,​​and​​the​​social​​support​​associated​​with​​using​​AI​​in​​education​​(Acosta-Enriquez​
​et​ ​al.,​ ​2024;​ ​Arbulú​ ​Ballesteros​ ​et​ ​al.,​ ​2024).​ ​Although​​there​​is​​a​​growing​​body​​of​​quantitative​
​research​ ​on​ ​students’​ ​perceptions​ ​of​ ​AI​ ​use,​​few​​studies​​have​​employed​​qualitative​​methods​​to​
​explore​ ​these​ ​perceptions​ ​in​ ​detail.​ ​The​ ​present​ ​study​ ​addresses​ ​this​ ​gap​ ​by​ ​exploring​ ​college​
​students’ perceptions of using AI for academic purposes through semi-structured interviews.​

​R​​EVIEW​​OF​​R​​ELEVANT​ ​L​​ITERATURE​

​AI,​ ​such​ ​as​ ​ChatGPT,​ ​has​ ​been​ ​increasingly​ ​utilized​ ​in​ ​both medical​ ​and​ ​educational​
​fields​ ​within​ ​the​ ​framework​ ​of​ ​ethical​ ​guidelines​ ​(Abdelhafiz​ ​et​ ​al.,​ ​2025).​ ​Therefore,​ ​in​
​academia,​​how​​AI​​is​​introduced​​and​​supported​​is​​crucial.​​The​​more​​positively​​AI​​is​​implemented​
​in​​higher​​education,​​the​​more​​likely​​college​​students​​are​​to​​accept​​and​​use​​it.​​Building​​students'​
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​self-confidence​ ​in​ ​their​ ​ability​ ​to​ ​learn​ ​and​​apply​​AI​​technologies​​is​​also​​a​​significant​​factor​​in​
​the successful adoption and integration of AI in higher education (Acosta, 2025). ​

​The​ ​benefits​ ​of​ ​AI​ ​support​ ​inclusive​ ​and​ ​diverse​ ​learning​ ​environments​ ​by​ ​offering​
​accessible​ ​and​ ​advanced​ ​technologies.​ ​College​ ​students​ ​tend​ ​to​ ​use​ ​AI​ ​more​ ​frequently​ ​when​
​three​ ​major​ ​factors​ ​are​ ​present:​ ​learning​ ​self-efficacy,​ ​a​ ​supportive​ ​learning​ ​environment,​ ​and​
​performance expectancy regarding AI use (Acosta-Enriquez et al., 2024). ​

​On​​the​​other​​hand,​​there​​are​​negative​​concerns​​about​​academic​​integrity,​​as​​students​​can​
​easily​ ​cheat​ ​or​ ​copy​ ​answers​ ​using​ ​AI-powered​​tools.​​For​​example,​​college​​students​​who​​learn​
​English​ ​as​ ​a​ ​Foreign​ ​Language​ ​often​ ​use​ ​ChatGPT​ ​for​ ​academic​ ​writing.​ ​Although​ ​students​
​acknowledged​ ​that​ ​AI-assisted​ ​writing​ ​improved​ ​their​ ​overall​ ​writing​ ​skills,​ ​students​ ​admitted​
​that​ ​they​ ​might​ ​deeply​ ​depend​ ​on​ ​ChatGPT​ ​and​ ​its​ ​ability​ ​to​ ​generate​ ​high-quality,​
​research-based-writing.​ ​In​​this​​context,​​academic​​dishonesty​​is​​a​​challenge​​as​​well​​as​​a​​concern​
​regarding​ ​students'​ ​intentions​ ​in​ ​using​ ​ChatGPT.​ ​While​ ​there​ ​is​ ​a​ ​rise​ ​in​ ​the​ ​use​ ​of​ ​ChatGPT,​
​there​​is​​also​​the​​issue​​of​​many​​students​​not​​accurately​​and​​honestly​​expressing​​their​​true​​writing​
​abilities​ ​or​ ​original​ ​ideas​ ​because​ ​of​ ​the​ ​overreliance​ ​on​ ​AI​ ​technologies.​ ​These​ ​issues​ ​raise​
​important​​challenges​​for​​teachers​​and​​administrators​​in​​higher​​education​​as​​they​​seek​​to​​manage​
​students’​ ​use​ ​of​ ​ChatGPT​ ​and​ ​other​ ​AI​ ​tools.​ ​Researchers​ ​have​ ​proposed​ ​implementing​
​strategies to reduce academic dishonesty and plagiarism (Al-Sofi, 2024).​

​Abdelhafiz​​et​​al.​​(2025)​​conducted​​a​​study​​with​​college​​students​​majoring​​in​​the​​medical​
​field,​ ​emphasizing​ ​the​ ​need​ ​for​ ​clear​ ​ethical​ ​guidelines​ ​for​ ​AI​ ​use​ ​in​ ​both​ ​medical​ ​and​​higher​
​education.​​Their​​findings​​highlight​​the​​importance​​of​​regularly​​updating​​ethical​​standards​​for​​AI​
​tools​​such​​as​​ChatGPT​​and​​other​​AI-generated​​technologies​​to​​align​​with​​ongoing​​technological​
​advancements.​ ​Furthermore,​ ​the​ ​study​ ​challenges​ ​instructors​ ​and​ ​administrators​ ​in​ ​higher​
​education to integrate ethical AI practices into their teaching methods and policies.​

​M​​ETHODOLOGY​

​D​​ATA​​C​​OLLECTION​ ​P​​ROCEDURE​
​After​ ​obtaining​ ​IRB​ ​approval,​ ​the​​researchers​​collected​​data​​from​​a​​college​​located​​in​​a​

​Southwestern​​city​​in​​the​​United​​Stated.​​College​​students​​were​​recruited​​either​​through​​in-person​
​or​​email​​invitations​​distributed​​by​​researchers,​​inviting​​them​​to​​share​​their​​experiences​​using​​AI​
​in​​higher​​education.​​Prior​​to​​the​​interviews,​​all​​participants​​completed​​short-answer​​demographic​
​questions.​ ​Nine​ ​college​ ​students​ ​participated​ ​in​ ​the​ ​study​ ​(four​ ​female​ ​and​ ​five​ ​male).​ ​Seven​
​participants​ ​were​ ​between​ ​the​ ​ages​ ​of​ ​18​ ​and​ ​25.​ ​In​ ​ethnicity,​ ​seven​ ​students​ ​identified​
​themselves as White, one as Asian, and one as Latino/Hispanic.​

​D​​ATA​​A​​NALYSIS​
​A​ ​qualitative​ ​research​ ​method,​ ​thematic​ ​analysis,​ ​was​ ​used​ ​following​ ​semi-structured​

​interviews​​for​​data​​collection​​and​​analysis​​(Kiger,​​&​​Varpio,​​2020).​​Each​​researcher​​thoroughly​
​reviewed​​the​​transcribed​​data,​​generated​​initial​​codes,​​and​​categorized​​recurrent​​codes​​to​​develop​
​emerging​ ​themes.​ ​The​ ​research​ ​team​ ​met​ ​multiple​ ​times​ ​and​ ​maintained​ ​frequent​ ​email​
​communication​ ​until​ ​they​ ​agreed​ ​to​ ​find​ ​common​ ​themes​ ​to​ ​share​ ​and​ ​finalize​ ​them.​ ​The​
​researchers​ ​used​ ​the​ ​following​ ​questions​ ​as​​a​​springboard​​to​​explore​​various​​aspects​​of​​college​
​students’​​perceptions​​of​​using​​AI​​in​​academics:​​1)​​When​​did​​you​​start​​and​​where​​do​​you​​use​​AI?​
​2)​ ​How​ ​did​ ​you​ ​first​ ​feel​ ​about​ ​using​ ​AI​ ​(for​ ​academic​ ​purposes)?​​3)​​Why​​do​​you​​use​​AI?​​4)​
​What​​do​​you​​think​​about​​AI​​usage​​academically​​from​​an​​ethical​​perspective?​​5)​​What​​would​​be​
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​the​​advantages​​or​​disadvantages​​of​​using​​AI​​(for​​academic​​purposes)?​​6)​​How​​do​​you​​define​​AI?​
​What​ ​does​ ​AI​ ​mean​ ​to​ ​you?​ ​7)​ ​As​ ​an​ ​optional​ ​request,​ ​would​ ​you​ ​be​ ​willing​ ​to​ ​provide​ ​1-2​
​photos​​that​​symbolize​​the​​use​​of​​AI​​in​​higher​​education?​​You​​may​​not​​take​​photos​​of​​individuals​
​(including​​yourself)​​or​​of​​any​​places​​where​​an​​expectation​​of​​privacy​​exists.​​Thematic​​analysis,​​a​
​qualitative​ ​method,​ ​was​ ​utilized​ ​to​ ​conduct​ ​interviews,​ ​categorize​ ​themes,​ ​and​ ​analyze​ ​the​
​findings (Nowell et al., 2017).​

​F​​INDINGS​

​After​ ​analyzing​ ​the​ ​data,​ ​four​ ​major​ ​themes​ ​emerged​ ​from​ ​the​ ​interviews.​ ​Although​
​students​​acknowledged​​the​​benefits​​of​​using​​AI,​​such​​as​​ChatGPT,​​their​​overall​​attitudes​​toward​
​AI​​use​​in​​academia​​were​​somewhat​​negative.​​Students​​were​​concerned​​about​​issues​​of​​academic​
​integrity,​ ​including​ ​a​ ​lack​ ​of​ ​genuine​ ​learning,​ ​cheating,​ ​and​​plagiarism.​​Additionally,​​students​
​expressed​ ​concerns​ ​about​ ​potential​ ​job​ ​displacement​ ​resulting​ ​from​ ​AI,​ ​as​ ​well​ ​as​ ​the​
​environmental impact associated with AI-related energy consumption.​

​D​​EFINITION​ ​OF​​AI​​IN​ ​A​​CADEMICS​
​Students​ ​defined​ ​AI​ ​using​ ​various​ ​metaphors,​ ​such​ ​as​ ​a​ ​secretary​ ​or​ ​an​​assistant.​​They​

​described​ ​AI​ ​as​​a​​friend,​​assistant,​​or​​secretary​​that​​helps​​the​​CEO,​​the​​students​​themselves,​​by​
​providing​​support,​​generating​​ideas,​​or​​checking​​grammar.​​Additionally,​​students​​regarded​​AI​​as​
​a tool, or language model that they could get an instant output. Chuck reflected:​

​AI​ ​is​ ​a​ ​computerized​ ​form​ ​of​ ​thinking…you​ ​gotta​ ​think​ ​about​ ​Terminator​ ​(both​
​human​ ​and​ ​machine),​ ​AI​ ​is​ ​a​ ​digital​ ​entity​ ​with​ ​a​ ​form​ ​of​ ​freethinking​ ​(Chuck,​
​male senior, Psychology major).​

​Defining​​AI,​​I​​will​​say,​​it's​​like,​​the​​assistance,​​like,​​it's​​like,​​for​​example,​​you​​are​
​the​ ​CEO​ ​of​ ​the​ ​company,​ ​and​ ​AI​ ​is​ ​just​ ​like​ ​the​ ​secretary.​ ​Whenever​ ​the​ ​CEO​
​needs​​something,​​they​​will​​ask​​for​​the​​Secretary,​​for​​example,​​like,​​Yeah,​​can​​you​
​leave?​ ​Can​ ​you​ ​help​ ​me​ ​with​ ​this?​ ​Can​ ​help​​you​​with​​that?​​I​​feel​​like​​AI​​is​​like​
​that.​ ​If​ ​I​ ​need​ ​help​ ​with​ ​something​ ​like​ ​grammar​ ​or​​details​​for​​something,​​AI​​is​
​the​​secretary​​of​​the​​CEO​​that​​can​​pick​​up​​on​​details,​​like​​grammar,​​to​​pick​​up​​on​
​anything​ ​that​ ​the​ ​CEO​ ​left​ ​out​ ​and​ ​refine​ ​it.​ ​It​ ​can​ ​also​ ​like​ ​give​ ​inspiration​
​sometimes,​ ​like​ ​an​ ​idea.​ ​Like,​ ​okay,​ ​AI,​ ​can​​you​​give​​me​​some,​​like,​​ideas​​about​
​this and that (Mark, male senior, Psychology major).​

​A​​DVANTAGES​ ​OF​​U​​SING​​AI​​IN​ ​A​​CADEMIA​
​Students​ ​acknowledged​ ​several​ ​advantages​ ​of​ ​using​ ​AI,​ ​particularly​ ​its​ ​ease​ ​of​ ​use,​

​time-saving​​benefits​​for​​assignments,​​and​​support​​in​​organizing​​information.​​They​​reported​​using​
​AI​​to​​better​​grasp​​concepts​​they​​did​​not​​fully​​understand​​and​​to​​brainstorm​​initial​​ideas​​for​​their​
​school projects.​

​I​ ​think​ ​advantages​ ​would​ ​be,​ ​sometimes​ ​when​ ​you​ ​go​ ​to​ ​search​ ​for​ ​a​​topic​​and​
​you’re​​looking​​for​​references,​​it​​could​​take​​hours​​to​​find​​what​​you​​need.​​Whereas​
​when​ ​you​ ​use​ ​AI,​ ​you​ ​can​ ​sort​ ​of​ ​use​ ​that​ ​to​ ​find​ ​information​ ​more​ ​efficiently​
​(Sam, female senior, Community counseling major).​
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​Just​ ​to​ ​help​ ​me​ ​organize​ ​a​ ​bit​ ​better.​ ​I​ ​don’t​ ​really​ ​feel​ ​like​ ​I’m​ ​using​ ​it​ ​for​
​cheating,​​so​​I​​don’t​​really​​have​​any​​problems​​with​​that.​​So,​​I​​type​​in​​sort​​of​​what​​I​
​want--like​​the​​summary​​of​​a​​chapter--and​​just​​have​​it​​summarize​​what​​I​​need​​it​​to​
​(Evelyn, female sophomore, Environmental Conservation major).​

​C​​ONCERNS​ ​OF​​U​​SING​​AI​​FOR​ ​A​​CADEMIC​ ​I​​NTEGRITY​
​Although​ ​students​ ​acknowledged​ ​the​ ​efficiency​ ​of​ ​using​ ​AI​ ​in​ ​the​ ​academia,​ ​most​

​expressed​ ​concerns​ ​about​ ​its​ ​potential​ ​unethical​ ​use​ ​in​ ​the​ ​classroom,​ ​workplace,​ ​and​
​community,​ ​particularly​ ​regarding​ ​academic​ ​integrity,​ ​plagiarism,​ ​and​ ​authentic​​learning.​​They​
​worried​ ​that​ ​overreliance​ ​on​ ​AI​ ​in​ ​school​ ​could​ ​lead​ ​to​​the​​loss​​of​​individual​​perspectives​​and​
​personal​ ​voices.​ ​Excessive​ ​use​ ​of​​AI​​might​​hinder​​students’​​critical​​thinking​​and​​creativity​​and​
​could​ ​result​ ​in​ ​wasted​ ​time,​ ​as​ ​AI​ ​primarily​ ​reflects​ ​knowledge​ ​from​ ​its​ ​database​ ​without​
​providing​ ​meaningful​ ​feedback.​ ​While​ ​AI​ ​can​ ​generate​ ​correct​ ​answers​ ​using​ ​continuously​
​updated​ ​data,​ ​students​ ​need​ ​to​ ​put​ ​their​ ​own​ ​effort​ ​to​ ​complete​ ​assignments​ ​in​ ​order​ ​to​ ​truly​
​learn,​ ​rather​ ​than​ ​simply​​copying​​from​​AI.​​For​​example,​​Jo​​shared​​her​​concerns​​about​​of​​using​
​AI:​

​AI​​in​​school​​is​​cheating…even​​if​​it​​is​​from​​a​​computer,​​information​​is​​fed​​to​​you,​
​so​​it​​is​​no​​longer​​your​​perspective,​​it​​is​​generated​​perspectives.​​When​​you​​write,​​it​
​can​ ​change​ ​or​ ​lose​ ​your​ ​voice.​ ​It​ ​is​ ​fake,​ ​artificial,​ ​and​ ​generated;​ ​it​ ​is​ ​also​
​insincere,​​it​​might​​be​​entirely​​unethical,​​but​​academically,​​it​​is​​not​​justifiable;​​it​​is​
​not​ ​your​ ​work​ ​and​ ​contribution​ ​to​ ​society,​ ​community​ ​counseling​ ​major​ ​(Jo,​
​female senior, Psychology major).​

​When​ ​you​ ​rely​ ​on​ ​(AI)​ ​heavily,​ ​you​ ​feel​ ​like​ ​you​ ​really​ ​don't​ ​know​ ​what​ ​you're​
​doing;​ ​I​ ​think​ ​it's​​a​​great​​studying​​tool,​​genuinely;​​Unless​​you're​​using​​it​​to​​take​
​notes,​ ​I​ ​don't​​think​​it's​​very​​beneficial​​for​​you​​because​​you're​​not​​really​​learning​
​anything;​ ​it's​ ​the​ ​representation​ ​of​ ​a​ ​growing​ ​world​ ​with​ ​technology​ ​that​
​happened too fast (Lazlo, female graduate student, Business Management major).​

​I​​MPACTS​ ​OF​​AI​​ON​ ​J​​OBS​ ​AND​ ​E​​NVIRONMENT​
​Participants​ ​also​ ​highlighted​ ​broader​ ​social​ ​and​ ​environmental​ ​concerns​ ​related​ ​to​ ​AI,​

​including​ ​potential​ ​job​ ​displacement​ ​and​ ​the​ ​environmental​ ​impact​ ​of​ ​AI-related​ ​energy​
​consumption.​

​I don’t think that we should be putting AI into, like, actual businesses, because​
​that’s gonna take away jobs from people. As it stands right now, all I see negatives​
​that will make billionaires more money and make poor people struggle, you​
​know? AI destroys the environment. I think we should be focusing more on helping​
​the planet than destroying a forest just so we can ask ChatGPT to tell us a joke​
​(Mulaney, female senior, English major).​

​But to be honest, I was afraid to start using it. Like, the natural resources that it​
​takes to use it--to cool the AI servers and all that stuff. So, I was like, ‘Am I​
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​making a global impact?’ So, I try to use it only when I feel I need to (Sam, female​
​senior, community counseling major)​​.​

​In​ ​conclusion,​ ​participants​ ​emphasized​ ​the​ ​importance​ ​of​ ​maintaining​ ​a​ ​balanced​
​approach​ ​to​ ​AI​ ​use.​ ​During​ ​the​​interviews,​​most​​students​​focused​​primarily​​on​​individual-level​
​applications​ ​of​ ​AI,​ ​such​ ​as​ ​completing​ ​assignments​ ​or​ ​engaging​ ​in​ ​creative​ ​tasks.​​Universities​
​should​​establish​​clear​​and​​consistent​​AI​​policies​​in​​academia​​through​​discussions​​with​​students,​
​staff,​​and​​faculty​​members​​(Sedlbauer​​et​​al.,​​2024).​​As​​one​​student​​noted,​​“It’s​​essentially​​just​​a​
​tool to use--could be used, could be abused” (Jack, male senior, Multimedia major).​

​E​​DUCATIONAL​ ​I​​MPORTANCE​​OF​ ​THE​​S​​TUDY​

​The​​use​​of​​AI​​in​​academia​​has​​become​​an​​increasingly​​popular​​topic​​of​​discussion​​among​
​students​ ​and​​faculty​​members.​​Examining​​AI​​use​​from​​students’​​perspectives​​provides​​both​​the​
​potential​ ​benefits​ ​and​ ​the​ ​concerns​ ​associated​ ​with​ ​its​ ​application​ ​in​ ​higher​ ​education.​ ​As​ ​AI​
​continues​​to​​be​​applied​​in​​fields​​such​​as​​education,​​business,​​science,​​and​​medicine,​​it​​is​​crucial​
​to​​establish​​clear​​guidelines​​and​​academic​​policies​​for​​its​​use​​in​​higher​​education​​(Abdelhafiz​​et​
​al.,​ ​2025).​ ​This​ ​study​ ​provides​​valuable​​insights​​for​​future​​research​​on​​the​​ethical​​implications,​
​institutional policies, and practical applications of AI in higher education.​

​Figure 1​
​A photo provided by a student representing the use of AI in higher education​
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