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Abstract 

 The integration of Artificial Intelligence (AI) into English language learning marks a significant pedagogical shift, yet its 

implications for secondary-level learners in resource-constrained contexts remain underexplored. This study examines 

how secondary students in semi-urban Nepal perceive AI tools—ChatGPT, Google Translate, Deep Seek, and Gemini—

through the lens of Vygotsky's Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), asking whether AI functions as a scaffold that 

enhances linguistic competence or a crutch that erodes autonomy. Using a phenomenological design, data were collected 

from twenty-three purposively selected students through semi-structured interviews, analyzed via Braun and Clarke's 

thematic analysis. Findings reveal a dual role: AI extended students' capacities within the ZPD through instant feedback, 

corrective support, and confidence-building, yet simultaneously fostered dependency, superficial engagement, and 

academic dishonesty when used without guidance. Students navigated this tension by critically evaluating AI outputs, 

adapting them to local context, and relying on teacher mediation to ensure ethical use. Persistent infrastructural inequality 

further constrained equitable engagement across participants. The study underscores teachers' indispensable mediating 

role in transforming AI from a shortcut into a genuine scaffold, and calls for structured AI literacy, teacher training, and 

equity-oriented policy to support responsible integration in under-resourced English language classrooms. 

 

Keywords 
AI dependency, artificial intelligence, digital divide, secondary education, zone of proximal development. 

 
INTRODUCTION 

The integration of AI tools, such as ChatGPT and 

Gemini, is reshaping English language teaching 

and learning globally. These technologies 

provide students with novel avenues to enhance 

their linguistic skills through immediate and non-

judgmental feedback, adaptive learning 

pathways, and access to extensive linguistic 

resources [1]. Recent empirical work reinforces 

this pattern at the secondary level specifically: 

Javier and Moorhouse [2] found that scaffolded, 

teacher-guided introduction to ChatGPT 

improved learners' capacity to pose questions and 

sustain second-language interaction, provided 

students were first trained to use the tool 

critically. However, the specific impact of these 

gadgets within diverse academic contexts, 

especially in regions with limited technology and 

absence of integration policies, needs cautious 

examination. Conventional language teaching 

approaches often struggle to meet the diversified 
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needs of students who come from distinct 

backgrounds and possess different learning styles 

[3], particularly in English language learning. AI 

addresses these gaps, offering personalized 

scaffolding, aligning with Vygotsky's [4] 

theoretical construct of the ZPD. 

Emerging research highlights that AI-

powered apps such as ChatGPT and Gemini 

enhance writing proficiency and support 

collaborative learning by offering real-time 

feedback and guidance [5]. Additionally, AI 

applications facilitate collaborative learning that 

reinforces students' socio-cognitive skills, 

aligned with Vygotsky's sociocultural theory [6]. 

This mediating function is consistent with 

Kohnke et al.’s [7] framing of ChatGPT as a 

language-teaching resource capable of generating 

explanations, corrections, and practice dialogue 

that approximate a "more knowledgeable 

other"—though its instructional value depends on 

learners possessing sufficient prompting literacy 

to use it purposefully. 

However, a New York Times [8] report 

highlights teachers' concerns about weakened 

teacher-student bonds, even if they actively adopt 

these tools for grading, lesson planning, and 

personalized support. Scholars caution that 

excessive dependence on AI may lead to passive 

learning, diminished creativity, and weakened 

critical thinking [9], [10]. This caution is now 

supported by a growing empirical base, a 

systematic review by Zhai et al. [11], synthesized 

fourteen empirical studies and found that 

sustained overreliance on AI dialogue systems is 

associated with weaker critical thinking, reduced 

independent reasoning, and diminished analytical 

capacity among student users—a pattern the 

review attributes to the automation of cognitively 

demanding evaluative tasks. This over-

dependency may hinder the growth of long-term 

linguistic competency, particularly among 

adolescents who are still acquiring foundational 

academic skills. In Nepal, uneven access to 

devices and internet connectivity deepens the 

digital divide, affecting equitable use of AI tools 

compared to their urban peers [1], [12]. This 

persistent digital divide in English language 

teaching (ELT) contexts underscores the urgent 

need for equitable access to technology to ensure 

inclusive learning opportunities [13]. 

Effective integration of AI requires teacher 

preparedness and infrastructure development 

[14]. Furthermore, while Nepali students express 

enthusiasm for AI, many lack the ethical and 

practical understanding needed to use it 

effectively, highlighting the need for structured 

digital literacy programs in secondary education 

[3]. This need is predominantly salient, assuming 

the notable absence of specific policies or 

initiatives guiding the adaptation of AI tools 

within Nepali secondary education. This policy 

vacuum echoes a broader documented pattern in 

Nepal's higher-education sector, where studies on 

AI adoption among Nepali students report a 

"second-level" digital divide—one centered less 

on device access than on digital competence, 

critical evaluation skill, and institutional 

guidance [15], suggesting the barrier facing 

Nepali secondary students is likely compounded. 

Global research (e.g. [16], [17], [18]) further 

identifies algorithmic bias, technological 

unreliability, and the erosion of human-centric 

learning as additional challenges. In Nepal, the 

absence of integration policies and limited 

teacher preparedness hinders effective adoption. 

Without AI literacy, students risk misusing these 

tools, which can lead to superficial learning and 

academic dependency [19]. The rapid pace of AI 

development makes continuous professional 

development essential to ensure effective 

pedagogical implementation [20]. When used 

wisely, tools such as ChatGPT and Duolingo 

facilitate vocabulary acquisition, reduce 

cognitive load, and enhance learners' confidence, 

particularly among non-native English speakers 

[21]. These potential benefits present a 

significant opportunity for Nepali secondary 

students, who are in an educational environment 

where digital tools are gradually becoming 

prevalent, yet systematic integration strategies 

remain absent. While some students effectively 

utilize AI to enhance writing, vocabulary, and 

pronunciation, others exhibit excessive reliance 

due to inadequate instructional guidance. This 

duality is particularly pertinent as students 

engage in crucial academic tasks, raising critical 

questions about how to balance structured 

support with learner autonomy. 

Grounded in Vygotsky's ZPD framework, 

this study examines how Nepali secondary 

students perceive and utilize AI tools such as 

ChatGPT, Google Translate, and other frequently 

used AI applications in English language 

learning, and whether these tools empower 

learners or create dependency. 

 

Research questions 

The two research questions are as follows. 
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(RQ1) How do secondary-level students at 

Nepali schools perceive the use of AI 

tools in improving English language 

learning as scaffolds or barriers within 

the ZPD in English language learning? 

(RQ2) How do students navigate the tension 

between AI dependence and independent 

learning? 

 

By analyzing student perceptions and 

experiences, this study contributes to global 

discussions on AI's pedagogical implications, 

informing policy, teacher training, and classroom 

practices for equitable and responsible AI 

integration in language education. Notably, 

secondary-level, developing-country learner 

voices remain a minority perspective in this 

discourse: a recent systematic review of 

generative-AI-in-language-education studies by 

Cong et al. [22] found that the field is still 

dominated by higher-education and Global-North 

samples, reinforcing the contextual and 

developmental gap this study addresses. 

 

ZPD as a theoretical lens 

This study is grounded in Vygotsky's [4] 

sociocultural theory of learning, with the ZPD as 

its core theoretical framework. The ZPD, a key 

concept, outlines the space between what learners 

can achieve independently and what they can 

accomplish with someone more knowledgeable, 

capable, and experienced [4]. It provides a 

dynamic framework to examine how secondary 

students perceive AI tools as either scaffolds that 

facilitate language learning or as crutches that 

hinder cognitive development and learner 

autonomy. 

Vygotsky [4] posits that learning is 

fundamentally a socially mediated process that 

takes place through social interaction and with 

more knowledgeable others. This theory reflects 

the significance of mediated learning 

experiences, where cultural tools, both human 

and technological, play vital roles in shaping 

cognition. In contemporary English language 

learning (ELL) contexts, AI-based tools such as 

ChatGPT and Deep Seek can act as novel 

mediators within the ZPD. These tools provide 

personalized, non-judgmental feedback, 

explanations, and language corrections [23], 

thereby improving English language acquisition. 

However, their efficiency depends on how 

learners engage with them: whether as temporary 

supports or permanent substitutions. A study by 

Asadi et al. [24] similarly positions AI outputs as 

mediators within the ZPD, arguing that the 

pedagogical value of AI feedback is realized only 

when it is combined with teacher feedback—a 

collaborative arrangement the authors describe as 

fostering a genuinely scaffolded. 

This theoretical lens examines how 

secondary students negotiate the tension between 

reliance on AI support and the development of 

independent learning skills. Scaffolding refers to 

support that assists learners in performing beyond 

their independent capacity, gradually withdrawn 

as competence develops [25]. Kwon and Shim 

[26] categorize AI-powered scaffolding into 

three types: linguistic, cognitive, and affective, 

all of which contribute to learner autonomy [27]. 

This framework aligns with Vygotsky's emphasis 

on guided interactions in developmental learning. 

In this study, such a perspective helps examine 

whether AI functions as a supportive scaffold or 

a restrictive crutch in English language learning. 

In AI-integrated classrooms, scaffolding often 

takes the form of automated feedback and 

linguistic support, though scholars debate 

whether such assistance fosters genuine learning 

or promotes technological dependency [11], [28]. 

This study also integrates contemporary 

perspectives on AI in education, highlighting its 

dual role: as a powerful enabler (a virtual tutor 

offering adaptive learning experiences) and a 

potential barrier to learner agency and the 

cultivation of higher-order cognitive processes. 

AI may inadvertently jeopardize deeper cognitive 

engagement, critical and creative thinking, 

imagination, and contextual understanding [29]. 

Consequently, the balance between assisted and 

independent learning may be disrupted [30], a 

conflict especially acute for English language 

learners, where comprehension and autonomous 

skill development are paramount. Scholars (e.g. 

[7], [31], [32], [33]) consistently stress these 

ethical and pedagogical concerns, calling for 

critical inquiry into AI's impact on human 

learning and development. 

Within Vygotsky's ZPD perspective, AI acts 

as a mediating tool that can either extend or 

constrain learners' development—a duality that 

motivates the empirical inquiry undertaken here. 

 

English language teaching and learning 

AI has rapidly transformed paradigms in English 

Language Teaching and Learning (ELT/L) 

globally [34]. This transformation is especially 
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significant for secondary education in the context 

of Nepal, where innovative digital solutions are 

urgently needed [28]. Studies reflect that AI 

writing tools and adaptive tutors such as 

ChatGPT enhance linguistic accuracy and learner 

autonomy by providing personalized, real-time 

feedback [35], [36]. This finding is corroborated 

at the secondary level by Javier and Moorhouse 

[2], whose classroom-based intervention with 

Grade-level EFL students demonstrated that 

structured, staged exposure to ChatGPT was 

what produced measurable gains in learners' 

productive question-formation and interactional 

confidence, a distinction directly relevant to how 

AI is currently being encountered by Nepali 

secondary students without comparable 

scaffolding. 

Beyond writing, AI-driven gamified and 

mobile platforms provide authentic, low-anxiety 

contexts that promote vocabulary growth and 

democratize access to quality instruction [17]. 

Speech technologies also demonstrate promise 

by addressing oral proficiency gaps through 

pronunciation training, sound-pattern mimicry, 

and real-time speech-to-text conversion [37]. 

Nevertheless, AI's integration into ELT raises 

critical concerns. Wei and Chao [38] highlight 

that students still value teacher mentorship, 

underscoring the irreplaceable human role in 

guidance and support. While studies confirm AI's 

potential to enhance motivation and engagement 

[39], [40], [41], scholars caution that it may 

reinforce standardized linguistic norms, 

marginalizing dialectal diversity [17]. 

Furthermore, AI-assisted platforms can assist 

instructors in overcrowded classrooms to manage 

diverse proficiency levels by offering 

individualized practice and feedback that would 

otherwise be difficult to provide [42]. 

The literature above suggests that while AI 

can enrich ELT by providing personalized and 

accessible learning in resource-constrained 

settings, its risks of linguistic bias and systemic 

limitation necessitate continued teacher 

mentorship and context-sensitive integration to 

foster genuine learner autonomy. 

 

Overreliance on AI: Threats and challenges in 

language learning 

Despite their benefits, excessive reliance on AI 

applications can diminish learners' autonomy and 

meaningful engagement in language learning. 

Overdependence on AI can erode learners' 

autonomy and critical thinking by automating 

cognitively demanding tasks and discouraging 

active analysis [11], [43]. This mechanism has 

been described in cognitive-offloading terms: 

learners increasingly delegate summarizing, 

drafting, and problem-solving to AI [44], a 

pattern that, left unchecked, reduces 

opportunities to practice the very evaluative and 

self-regulatory skills that underpin durable 

language competence. 

While AI tools improve grammatical 

accuracy, uncritical adoption of generated texts 

or translations can foster dependency and impede 

authentic linguistic development. Within 

Vygotsky's ZPD, biased or inaccurate outputs 

may limit creativity and deeper learning [45]. 

Creely [46] further identifies a paradox: AI offers 

personalized instruction yet constrains critical 

thinking and creative expression, producing 

linguistically standardized outputs that lack 

cultural and contextual depth. Biases in AI 

training data can perpetuate reductive language 

representations, limiting pedagogical 

effectiveness. 

Despite concerns over cognitive and ethical 

threats, generative AI can also enhance learners' 

emotional and motivational engagement. Zong 

and Yang [47] illustrate how AI-driven Social 

and Emotional Learning (SEL) frameworks, 

using emotional recognition tools, can adapt 

tasks to learners' affective states, mitigating 

cognitive overload and sustaining engagement. 

Busso and Sanchez [48] report that AI in 

Japanese EFL classrooms addresses curriculum 

rigidity, fosters low-anxiety learning 

environments, boosts confidence, and enables 

active participation, redefining teachers' roles as 

facilitators. Al-Khresheh [49] emphasizes AI's 

capacity to provide personalized feedback, 

promote autonomy, and create real-world 

simulations, enhancing fluency and supporting 

both educators and learners. However, the 

potential for bias, academic dishonesty, skill 

erosion, and concerns regarding privacy, safety, 

and equity highlight the need for careful 

implementation. 

Overall, AI-driven language learning tools 

present both opportunities and challenges. While 

they can enable engagement and adaptive 

learning, excessive reliance risks dependency, 

erosion of critical thinking, and bias propagation. 

Scholars consistently advocate for context-aware 

collaboration among educators, policymakers, 

and researchers to maximize pedagogical 

benefits while mitigating risks. 
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Research gap 

Recent scholarship reflects growing attention to 

integrating AI in English language learning. 

However, current studies largely emphasize 

higher education and teacher perspectives within 

well-resourced contexts, offering limited insight 

into learners' experiences in developing countries 

[9], [50]. This imbalance is corroborated by 

Cong's et al. [22] systematic review which 

synthesized nineteen peer-reviewed studies on 

generative AI in language education (2020–

2024) and found the evidence base still 

concentrated in tertiary and Global-North 

settings, with digital inequality and long-term 

learning impact flagged as priority gaps for future 

research. Few have explored how secondary-

level students perceive and navigate AI tools 

amid infrastructural and digital disparities. 

Moreover, the dual role of AI as both a learning 

scaffold and a source of dependency remains 

underexamined through Vygotsky's ZPD—and 

specifically underexamined through the 

compounded lens of adolescent cognitive-

developmental stage and semi-urban 

infrastructural constraint, a combination that 

neither the higher-education-focused nor the 

Global-North-focused literature captures [2], 

[15]. Addressing this gap, the present study 

investigates the lived experiences of Nepali 

secondary students, contributing contextually 

grounded understanding to global discourse and 

informing equitable, pedagogically sound AI 

integration in resource-constrained educational 

settings. 

 
RESEARCH METHOD 

This study employed a qualitative 

phenomenological research design to explore the 

lived experiences of Nepali secondary-level 

students using AI-powered tools in English 

language learning. A phenomenological 

approach was appropriate as it centers 

respondents' subjective experiences and the 

meanings they construct [51], [52]. Guided by 

Vygotsky's [4] ZPD, the study examines whether 

AI tools function as a scaffold for learning or 

barriers to autonomous performance. Most 

importantly, it aims to comprehend how students 

navigate the critical tension between leveraging 

AI support and developing capacity for 

independent learning. 

While most existing literature emphasizes 

higher-education and educator perspectives, this 

study extends prior work on learners' perceptions 

[9], by investigating secondary-level students' 

perceptions of AI tools through Vygotsky's ZPD 

lens. This design choice—a phenomenological 

was deliberate: given that the field's existing 

evidence on AI-and-ZPD is dominated by 

intervention or perception-scale studies (e.g. [2], 

[15]), a descriptive phenomenological design was 

chosen specifically to surface the meaning-

making processes underlying adolescent AI use 

that scale-based instruments cannot capture. 

 

Participant selection and sampling strategy 

A purposive sampling technique was employed 

to recruit participants actively using AI-based 

tools for English language learning. This 

approach ensured the inclusion of respondents 

with substantial, firsthand experience, enhancing 

the richness and relevance of the accumulated 

data. 

The study cohort consisted of twenty-three 

students (Grades 11 and 12) recruited from three 

secondary schools in Nepal's semi-urban Terai 

region. This specific geographical context was 

deliberately chosen for its transitional character, 

which captures a blend of emerging access to 

digital technologies alongside persistent 

infrastructural limitations. This purposive 

rationale is consistent with documented patterns 

of Nepal's digital divide, in which technology 

access and confidence vary sharply not only 

between urban and rural areas but within semi-

urban zones themselves [15], making the Terai 

semi-urban belt a methodologically appropriate 

site for capturing variation in AI engagement. 

This setting was considered optimal for capturing 

a wide spectrum of experiences and threats linked 

to AI integration in education. 

Participants met three criteria: (a) current 

enrollment at the secondary level; (b) prior 

experience using AI tools (e.g., ChatGPT or 

Google Translate) for English language learning 

purposes; and (c) willingness to engage in in-

depth interviews. 

Data collection continued until theoretical 

saturation was achieved, following the principle 

articulated by Saunders et al. [53]. Saturation was 

confirmed at the point where subsequent 

interviews yielded no new thematic insights or 

substantive information relevant to the research 

questions. To operationalize this, saturation was 

tracked across interviews eleven through twenty-

three by logging whether each transcript 

produced a code not already present in the coding 
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frame; the final three interviews yielded no new 

codes, which the research team treated as the 

practical stopping criterion consistent with 

Saunders et al.'s [53] "thick" saturation model. 

 

Participant profile 

The demographic profile of participants is 

presented in Table 1, which consists of 

pseudonyms, grade level, age, location and AI 

tools commonly utilized for English language 

acquisition. 

 

Collection of data 

Data were gathered through a triangulation of 

methods to enhance credibility, depth and 

trustworthiness of the findings [54]. The primary 

sources incorporate semi-structured interviews, 

complemented by Google Forms, which served 

to contextualize and validate interview responses. 

This method yielded rich insights into 

secondary-level students' lived experiences and 

was appropriate to examine the phenomenon 

through Vygotsky's ZPD. Each participant 

engaged in two semi-structured interviews, each 

lasting 35-50 minutes. Interviews were 

conducted in English and Nepali, according to 

participant preference, to ensure comfortable and 

authentic responses. The interview protocol was 

designed to explore student perceptions 

regarding the role of AI as either a supportive 

scaffold or a source of dependency.

 

Table 1.  Participant demographic profile 

S.N. Pseudonym Grade Age Location AI Tools Used 

1 Kritika 12 18 Suburban/inner Terai ChatGPT 

2 Rima 12 18 Suburban/inner Terai ChatGPT 

3 Aayush 11 15 Suburban/inner Terai ChatGPT, Google Translate 

4 Evanjelina 11 17 Suburban/inner Terai ChatGPT, Gemini 

5 Sujata 12 16 Suburban/inner Terai ChatGPT 

6 Mukti  12 18 Suburban/inner Terai Gemini 

7 Shishir  11 16 Suburban/inner Terai ChatGPT, Deep Seek 

8 Prasansa  11 17 Suburban/inner Terai Deep Seek, Gemini 

9 Nikita 12 17 Suburban/inner Terai ChatGPT 

10 Bhupal 12 15 Suburban/inner Terai Google Translate, Gemini 

11 Sashita 11 17 Suburban/inner Terai ChatGPT 

12 Manisha  11 18 Suburban/inner Terai Deep Seek 

13 Roji  12 15 Suburban/inner Terai ChatGPT 

14 Sabina 11 16 Suburban/inner Terai Gemini 

15 Sahil  11 17 Suburban/inner Terai ChatGPT 

16 Shiksha 12 18 Suburban/inner Terai ChatGPT 

17 Radhika  11 17 Suburban/inner Terai ChatGPT 

18 Deepa  12 15 Suburban/inner Terai Gemini 

19 Ansa  11 16 Suburban/inner Terai ChatGPT, Deep Seek 

20 Ishu  11 16 Suburban/inner Terai ChatGPT 

21 Sambridhi 11 16 Suburban/inner Terai ChatGPT 

22 Shrejal 12 17 Suburban/inner Terai ChatGPT 

23 Bipana 11 15 Suburban/inner Terai Gemini 

 

Data analysis 

Data analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s [55] 

six-phase thematic analysis. Transcripts were 

inductively coded to identify the key themes 

reflecting students’ perception of AI-generated 

English learning, interpreted through Vygotsky’s 

[4] ZPD. Moreover, Codes were clustered into 

themes representing students’ experiences of AI 

as a scaffold (e.g., guided practice, confidence-

building) or a crutch (e.g., overreliance, 

diminished critical thinking and creative 

thinking). To ensure trustworthiness, member 

checking was conducted with four participants, 

peer debriefing was undertaken with two 

colleagues, and an audit trail of coding decisions 

was maintained. 

 

Ethical considerations  

Ethical approval was obtained from the relevant 

institutional review board before data collection. 

Informed consent was obtained from all 

participants and their guardians after explaining 
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the study's purpose and the voluntary nature of 

participation. Participants were recruited from 

Grades 11 and 12, aged 15 to 18 years. 

Confidentiality was ensured through pseudonyms 

and secure, encrypted data storage. Participants 

were explicitly informed of their right to 

withdraw from the study at any time without 

penalty. 

 
RESEARCH RESULTS 

Thematic analysis of the twenty-three interview 

transcripts yielded seven interrelated themes that 

collectively address both research questions. 

 

AI as learning scaffold  

Findings reflect that students widely use AI tools 

to support English language learning. Most 

reported noticeable improvements in their skills, 

attributing this to AI's interactive interfaces, real-

time feedback mechanisms, and meaningful 

engagement. Students considered AI a scaffold 

for enriching key linguistic competencies—

listening, speaking, reading, and writing—while 

advocating its sensible application as a 

supplementary. As Kritika put it, "AI is changing 

the way I learn English, making it easier and 

more accessible than before." This sentiment 

reflects the broader trend of AI serving as an on-

demand linguistic resource, available beyond the 

temporal and spatial limits of a conventional 

classroom. 

Students commonly used AI for grammar 

correction, vocabulary development, 

pronunciation practice, and essay organization. 

Rima, for instance, described using AI to "check 

grammar and get better words for writing," 

pointing to its role in error detection and revision. 

Others reported using AI for preparing 

assignments, projects, and presentations. Beyond 

technical assistance, respondents described how 

AI increased their confidence, reduced language-

related stress, and created a judgment-free space 

for independent practice. 

Several students, including Sujata and 

Shishir, cautioned that AI should be used "wisely 

in real-life contexts" and as a "supplementary 

tool, not a substitute." They viewed AI as an ever-

available tutor offering instant guidance beyond 

the classroom. Shishir explained, "AI helps me in 

the examination period, in the workplace, in the 

house, wherever I go." Respondents consistently 

advised peers to focus on feedback. 

Most respondents likened AI to a personal 

tutor and supported its use for brainstorming 

ideas and strengthening linguistic capability. Roji 

described AI as a bridge in cross-cultural 

interactions, and Sabina explained, "First I draft 

my writing, and later I ask AI to improve it and 

make it more professional." Other respondents 

highlighted AI's practical utility in academic 

tasks: 

 

Sometimes, when I’m writing my homework, 

I get stuck on words or phrases. AI tools can 

help me find synonyms or meanings, even 

structure my sentences in a better way. It’s 

like having a helpful and kind editor right 

there with me (Sahil). 

While writing any definition of a particular 

topic or doing assignments or completing 

project work, gathering information about 

sportspeople like Messi and Ronaldo is 

useful (Shiksha). 

When I was assigned to prepare a report, I 

used AI tools like Chat GPT to accumulate 

different appropriate information. I help me 

gather instantly (Sashita). 

 

These findings position AI as a learning 

scaffold that offers real-time assistance, 

structural guidance, vocabulary development, 

grammar correction, content generation, and 

coherence in writing. Students expressed that 

these tools not only helped them complete tasks 

but also enhanced their linguistic capacity and 

autonomy. At the same time, they valued 

teachers for empathy, adaptability, and holistic 

development—qualities they did not attribute to 

AI. In this sense, AI functions not merely as a 

digital convenience but as an emerging 

pedagogical agent that supports and 

supplements students' English learning 

experiences. 

 

The double-edged sword: Overdependence on 

AI and the rise of learner passivity 

While acknowledging AI's growing usefulness, a 

significant number of respondents expressed 

serious concern that overreliance undermines 

critical and creative thinking, independent 

problem-solving, and genuine comprehension. 

Radhika and Prasansa noted that habitual 

dependence on AI fosters a false sense of 

competence and inflated confidence, which 

ultimately weakens active learning. Sabina and 

Sujata warned that excessive AI use can erode 
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human connection, reduce work ethic, and 

diminish intrinsic motivation for authentic 

learning. 

Several students also raised concerns about 

digital addiction, misinformation, and privacy—

broader ethical issues in academic AI use. 

Learner passivity emerged as a recurring theme: 

Aayush and Prasansa candidly admitted imitating 

AI-generated responses without genuine inquiry, 

indicating that AI was sometimes used as a 

shortcut that compromised academic integrity 

and active learning. Recognizing this risk, 

students like Deepa and Ansa consciously 

reduced their AI usage to reclaim ownership over 

their learning. Their responses point to a growing 

awareness of the need for a balanced approach—

treating AI as a guide. A smaller group, including 

Ishu, offered a more optimistic view: used wisely, 

AI enhanced motivation, creativity, and curiosity 

by making learning more interactive. As Ishu put 

it, "AI can be helpful, but if overused, it may lead 

to passivity"—a comment that captures the fine 

line between empowerment and dependency. 

Collectively, these reflections suggest that AI's 

effectiveness depends less on its availability than 

on how intentionally and critically it is applied. 

Taken together, students framed AI as a 

complementary resource. While appreciating its 

efficiency and immediacy, they emphasized the 

irreplaceable role of human educators in fostering 

empathy, contextual understanding, and ethical 

accountability, and endorsed sensible, 

transparent AI integration that augments. 

 

Dependence and limitations 

When asked about the hypothetical removal of AI 

tools, many students said they would feel 

disoriented and frustrated—a reaction that 

illustrates how AI has evolved from a 

supplementary resource into a dependable 

learning companion. Sujata and Sabina described 

relying on AI to clarify doubts instantly and 

improve fluency and grammar understanding. 

For introverted learners like Mukti, AI provided 

a safe space for independent practice without fear 

of judgment. A smaller group described 

themselves as more self-reliant, preferring 

traditional, self-guided learning methods and 

cautioning against excessive dependence on 

technology. 

Although most students acknowledged AI's 

usefulness, they also recognized its limitations. 

Many observed that AI lacks emotional depth, 

interpersonal sensitivity, and cultural 

awareness—components they considered vital to 

genuine interaction—and that it cannot replicate 

natural conversation, non-verbal cues, or 

authentic expression. 

Sambridhi questioned the accuracy and 

reliability of AI outputs, noting that responses 

can be outdated or misleading, which underscores 

the need for regular updates and critical 

awareness. Participants generally agreed that AI 

performs well in grammar correction, vocabulary 

enrichment, and writing assistance, but falls short 

in tasks requiring emotional intelligence, 

creativity, and contextual understanding. 

These findings point to a dual reality: AI 

serves as a valued scaffold for linguistic support, 

yet remains inadequate for holistic language 

development. Students repeatedly stressed that 

human interaction is essential for nurturing 

confidence, empathy, and socio-cultural 

competence. Effective language education, then, 

depends on balancing AI's efficiency with the 

relational and experiential richness that only 

teachers and peer interaction can offer. 

 

Challenges of accuracy: Students’ experiences 

with inaccurate AI responses  

Many respondents encountered inaccurate or 

outdated AI-generated information, which 

heightened their awareness of the need for critical 

evaluation. Sashita reflected, "ChatGPT gives 

wrong responses, so I switched to Deep Seek. It 

is more reliable." Aayush similarly advised peers 

to "verify or double-check the fact" before relying 

on AI outputs. 

Manisha observed that AI often fails to grasp 

local meanings or cultural context: "AI is 

designed to be universal; it provides answers 

according to what is accepted globally. So we 

follow our own context." Others, including 

Bhupal and Shiksha, noted that accuracy depends 

heavily on users' prompting skill and realistic 

expectations. 

Overall, students valued AI's usefulness 

while remaining conscious of its limitations—

identifying misinformation, outdated data, and 

limited contextual sensitivity as key challenges, 

and underscoring the importance of critical 

thinking and digital literacy for effective use. 

 

Digital divide in AI access: A barrier to 

equitable learning 

Respondents acknowledged that the digital 

divide deepens educational disparity, as students 

in rural or low-income areas face limited access 
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to AI tools. Prasansa noted that unequal access 

allows some students to produce higher-quality 

assignments than others, while Ishu highlighted 

infrastructural gaps: "Some classmates have good 

internet access at home, so they can use AI tools; 

some don't. This creates a gap in learning." While 

some students felt AI enhanced learning 

effectiveness overall, others argued that equal 

access alone would not resolve broader systemic 

challenges in Nepal's education system, pointing 

instead to disparities in resources, teaching 

quality, and institutional support. This student-

level observation aligns closely with documented 

findings on Nepal's AI-related digital divide, 

which describe access disparity as compounded 

by uneven digital competence and institutional 

trust [15]. These findings highlight socio-

economic and geographical disparity as a 

significant barrier to equitable participation in 

AI-supported learning, underscoring the need for 

inclusive digital infrastructure and educational 

reform. 

 

Can AI replace english teachers?  

The majority of respondents asserted that AI 

cannot substitute for English teachers, though it 

can serve as a useful supplementary tool. 

Students highlighted that teachers provide a 

human touch—emotional intelligence, 

mentorship, contextual comprehension, and 

personalized support—that AI cannot replicate. 

As Aayush and Radhika noted, while AI can 

automate routine tasks and provide learning 

resources, it lacks empathy, adaptability, and 

inspiration. 

When comparing feedback, students valued 

teachers for contextual understanding and 

emotional support; Ishu and Sahil noted that only 

instructors truly understand students' emotions 

and circumstances, whereas AI provides mainly 

technical assistance. Others, such as Prasansa and 

Evanjelina, appreciated AI for its immediacy, 

neutrality, and round-the-clock availability. 

Several students recommended a blended 

approach—AI for instant assistance, teachers for 

deeper, contextualized learning. As Deepa 

explained, "AI is always there, but teachers know 

me better and explain as per my needs." 

In summary, students considered AI an 

efficient learning aid but affirmed that it cannot 

replace the holistic, context-sensitive, and 

emotionally grounded role of teachers in English 

education. 

 

Teachers’ role in guiding ethical AI use and 

students’ academic integrity  

Students consistently emphasized teachers' role 

in guiding ethical and responsible AI use. Most 

respondents described teachers as facilitators 

who help students understand AI's limitations, 

verify information accuracy, and apply tools 

meaningfully. Manisha noted that "AI is just a 

tool" and that genuine learning emerges through 

"practice, thinking, and collaboration." Nikita 

highlighted teachers' role in helping students craft 

effective prompts, while Shrejal stressed the need 

for critical evaluation of AI-generated content. 

Sabina and Bipana further called for teachers to 

take responsibility for cultivating ethical 

awareness and digital literacy among students. 

Students' reflections revealed two contrasting 

patterns of AI use. Some admitted to copying AI 

outputs under time pressure, particularly to 

complete assignments quickly. Aayush 

explained, "Yes, I copy and paste AI answers 

directly when I'm in a hurry, but I mostly 

concentrate on AI answers and understand them 

before actually writing." Others described a more 

reflective approach: Prasansa said, "I never copy 

directly; I use AI to improve my understanding 

and skills," and Sahil reflected, "I try to learn 

from AI, use it as a learning guide, not just to 

finish my assignment quickly—I also read it and 

humanize it in my own style." 

These insights illustrate that teachers serve as 

mediators bridging technology and meaningful 

learning. By fostering literacy, ethical use, 

critical evaluation, and academic originality, 

teachers help ensure that AI functions as a 

scaffold for learning. 

 

Boundaries, affective support, and ethical use 

of ai in language learning 

Students' reflections reveal that AI serves as an 

effective scaffold in English language learning. 

While widely valued for grammar correction, 

vocabulary support, and structural guidance, 

students acknowledged clear boundaries in AI's 

ability to address the emotional, cultural, and 

interpersonal dimensions of communication. 

Many noted that AI could not build genuine 

speaking confidence, interpret non-verbal cues, 

or support creativity in storytelling and 

expression—limitations that extend beyond 

technical competence.  

Beyond technical support, students reported 

meaningful affective benefits. Several described 

how AI reduced language-related anxiety and 
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created a safe environment for independent 

practice, particularly for introverted students—

suggesting that scaffolding, in this context, 

extends beyond the traditional classroom setting. 

At the same time, students linked AI use to 

questions of ethics and responsibility: some 

admitted to copying outputs under time pressure, 

while others actively moderated their use, 

integrating AI feedback to refine their writing. 

This variation suggests that AI's pedagogical 

value depends not only on the tool itself but on 

students' agency, critical engagement, and self-

regulation.  

Overall, AI's contribution appears 

conditional and context-dependent: it strengthens 

learning when used as a supplementary scaffold, 

but authentic language development continues to 

depend on human mediation, socio-cultural 

awareness, and ethical learner judgment. 

 
DISCUSSION 

The findings indicate a paradoxical situation in 

which AI is both a scaffold that extends students' 

linguistic abilities and a potential crutch that 

threatens dependency and academic dishonesty. 

 

AI as scaffold: Extending the ZPD 

The findings show that students acknowledged 

AI as a meaningful scaffold that aids English 

language learning by extending their ZPD. 

Constructive, real-time feedback, instant 

translations, and modeled linguistic structures 

helped bridge the gap between their current 

competence and anticipated outcomes, 

particularly in grammar, vocabulary use, and 

written composition. This aligns with Vygotsky's 

notion that learning is most effective when 

learners are supported to accomplish tasks 

beyond their independent ability [4], with recent 

scholarship positioning AI as a mediational 

instrument that facilitates language acquisition 

[7], [56]. This scaffolding function is 

corroborated by Javier and Moorhouse’s [2] 

classroom-based study of secondary EFL 

learners, which found that ChatGPT's value as a 

mediating tool emerged specifically when 

students were first taught how to interrogate and 

revise its output—an instructional sequence 

largely absent for the Nepali participants in this 

study, who reported encountering AI without 

comparable structured guidance. 

Notably, several students reported that AI 

acts as a personalized tutor, enabling them to 

identify and rectify grammatical or lexical errors 

with immediacy. This resonates with earlier 

studies on the pedagogical value of intelligent 

tutoring systems [57], [58], demonstrating that AI 

acts as a dynamic, personalized scaffold in under-

resourced classrooms where teacher feedback is 

limited or delayed. However, this scaffolding was 

not unconditional: participants frequently 

confronted generic, culturally distant, or outdated 

responses not well suited to the Nepali context. 

Consequently, learners needed to adopt a critical, 

evaluative mindset and engage in contextual 

adaptation—a pattern directly mirrored in the 

participants' own accounts of switching tools 

(e.g., Sashita's move from ChatGPT to Deep 

Seek) and manually verifying outputs (Aayush, 

Manisha). 

 

AI as crutch: Dependency and academic 

dishonesty 

Despite its scaffolding benefits, AI is also 

perceived as a crutch when learners bypass 

cognitive effort by directly reproducing AI-

generated outputs. This form of dependency 

reduces effortful meaning-making and weakens 

independent reasoning skills, echoing global 

concerns about AI-assisted performance without 

cognitive ownership [50], [59]. This pattern is 

now backed by more direct empirical evidence 

than was available even two years ago: Zhai et 

al.'s [11] systematic review found that 

overreliance on AI dialogue systems is 

consistently associated with weaker critical 

thinking, diminished creativity, and increased 

susceptibility to uncritical acceptance of biased 

or inaccurate content—a finding that maps 

closely onto participants' own descriptions of 

"imitating AI-generated responses without 

genuine inquiry" (Aayush, Prasansa) in this 

study. Unlike earlier educational technologies, 

AI produces fluent, polished, high-quality text 

that disguises authorship, making dependency 

harder to detect and easier to justify.  

Students' narratives further highlighted 

structural barriers to effective AI use. Limited 

and unreliable internet access intensifies digital 

inequity in Nepal. This structural constraint is 

consistent with survey-based research on Nepali 

students' AI use, which characterizes the 

country's digital divide as a "second-level" divide 

— one rooted less in raw connectivity than in 

disparities of digital competence, confidence, and 

trust in AI-generated information [15]. These 

findings suggest that infrastructural inequality 
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can significantly intensify learning gaps, limiting 

AI's effectiveness as a scaffold in resource-

constrained educational settings, particularly for 

marginalized students. 

Students' reflections also indicate that while 

AI can lessen the cognitive burden of learning, it 

simultaneously diminishes opportunities for 

deeper engagement and independent critical 

thinking. This mirrors caution in the broader 

literature that the value of AI depends not only on 

availability but on the learner's mode of 

engagement with it [60]. Limited access to 

devices, unstable connectivity, and 

socioeconomic divide constrained effective AI 

use for many participants from rural or 

financially marginalized backgrounds. Thus, AI 

not only threatens cognitive dependency at the 

individual level but also contributes to widening 

digital and pedagogical divide systemically.  

 

The mediating role of teachers 

The findings highlight that instructors play an 

indispensable role in ensuring AI acts as a 

scaffold. Participants consistently identified 

teacher guidance as crucial for regulating 

dependency, contextualizing AI outputs, and 

reinforcing that technology supplements rather 

than replaces human reasoning, collaboration, 

and reflective practice. This aligns with studies 

positioning teachers as ethical moderators and 

pedagogical gatekeepers in AI-mediated learning 

[61]. This positioning is reinforced by more 

recent scholarship explicitly framing teachers as 

mediators who bridge abstract ethical AI 

principles with concrete classroom practice—a 

role that requires deliberate professional 

development [62], [63], [64]. 

Teacher intervention transforms AI from an 

instrument of convenience into a catalyst for 

deeper engagement, embedding its use within a 

dialogic, inquiry-driven, and socially mediated 

learning process. This directly reflects 

Vygotsky's argument that learning is a socially 

mediated process: external assistance develops 

into internal competence only when human 

mediation enables appropriation. AI can model 

linguistic form, but teachers model judgment, 

intentionality, and epistemic responsibility—

dimensions a generative system cannot 

reproduce, and dimensions participants 

themselves distinguished clearly (e.g., Ishu and 

Sahil's observation that "only teachers understand 

students' emotions and circumstances"). 

This study contributes a situated perspective 

by showing that teacher intervention becomes 

even more consequential in semi-urban Nepali 

contexts, where infrastructure inequality, 

affordability constraints, and cultural 

unfamiliarity with AI jointly shape learners' 

engagement. Unlike much of the global literature, 

which assumes stable access and digital 

readiness, these findings indicate that equitable 

and ethical AI integration depends not merely on 

technological provision but on sustained human 

scaffolding that bridges both cognitive and socio-

cultural gaps [15].  

 

Pedagogical implications 

The findings foreground an urgent pedagogical 

need for instructors to reposition their role as 

facilitators of guided learning in AI-mediated 

classrooms. While students valued AI for its 

immediacy and corrective intervention, they also 

expressed a clear dilemma regarding 

dependency, superficial engagement, and 

unregulated use. Pedagogically, this suggests that 

AI tools should not substitute human mediation 

but should instead be integrated into deliberately 

designed scaffolding practices. The precedent for 

what such practice looks like already exists in the 

secondary-EFL literature: Javier and 

Moorhouse’s [2] staged instructional sequence—

introducing, developing, and gradually releasing 

responsibility for AI use to students — offers a 

concrete, evidence-based model that Nepali 

secondary schools could adapt. Teachers must 

therefore cultivate learners' critical literacy—the 

ability to evaluate AI outputs, identify misleading 

information, and pursue reflective. Professional 

development initiatives should further equip 

teachers with AI pedagogical literacy, contextual 

adaptation skills, and critical-engagement 

strategies. This aligns with the Vygotskian frame: 

such guidance supports learners in internalizing 

knowledge through external technological 

assistance. Without human scaffolding, AI risks 

operating as a cognitive shortcut. 

 

Policy implications 

At the policy level, the study underlines the 

necessity of coherent national and institutional 

guidelines regulating and supporting the 

pedagogical integration of AI in secondary 

education. Policy interventions must prioritize 

equity, accessibility, and affordability, ensuring 

that technological innovation does not widen the 

digital divide between urban and semi-urban 
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schools. Regulatory frameworks should 

explicitly address academic honesty, establishing 

mechanisms that discourage plagiarism and 

uncritical dependency on AI-generated content 

while promoting ethical and transparent use. 

Curriculum reforms must integrate AI literacy as 

a 21st-century essential skill, ensuring learners 

become reflective, critical, and ethically 

informed users of digital tools. Investment in 

teacher training, infrastructure, and localized AI 

resources is equally important, particularly given 

that most AI tools are developed on Western 

epistemological assumptions that may not align 

with the cultural and linguistic realities of 

developing countries like Nepal. This concern is 

not merely theoretical: Nepal's own National AI 

Policy 2082 [65] has articulated ambitions for AI-

driven educational transformation, yet 

independent assessment of AI tools' pedagogical 

readiness for Nepal's K–10 curriculum has found 

a persistent gap between generic, Western-

optimized language models and the specific 

instructional needs of the local system—

underscoring that policy ambition alone does not 

resolve the localization problem this study's 

participants experienced directly (e.g., Manisha's 

observation that AI "provides answers according 

to what is accepted globally," requiring students 

to "follow our own context"). Integrating AI 

within broader national education strategies will 

allow policymakers to balance technological 

innovation with ethical responsibility, ensuring 

AI functions as an instrument of inclusion and 

empowerment. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This study demonstrates that AI occupies a dual 

position in secondary English language learning: 

a scaffold that extends learners' capacities within 

the ZPD through real-time feedback, corrective 

guidance, and confidence-building, and a crutch 

that fosters dependency, passivity, and academic 

dishonesty when used without critical oversight. 

In response to RQ1, students perceived AI 

predominantly as a supplementary scaffold. In 

response to RQ2, students navigated the tension 

between AI dependence and independent 

learning through three recurring strategies: 

critically verifying AI outputs against local and 

factual accuracy, deliberately moderating usage 

to preserve ownership of their learning, and 

relying on teacher mediation to translate AI 

assistance into ethical, meaningful practice. 

These findings establish that AI's 

pedagogical value is context-dependent rather 

than intrinsic, shaped jointly by teacher guidance, 

learners' critical agency, and the persistent digital 

divide that constrains equitable access across 

Nepal's semi-urban schools. By situating the 

scaffold-crutch duality within a secondary-level, 

resource-constrained setting largely absent from 

existing AI-in-ELT literature, this study 

contributes a socially and geographically 

grounded perspective to global discourse on AI in 

language education. Future research should 

examine how structured teacher professional 

development, staged instructional models for 

introducing AI use, and culturally responsive, 

locally adapted AI tools can reinforce AI's 

scaffolding function while limiting its potential to 

become a crutch.
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