


[image: ]




Exploring EFL Students’ Experiences in Using Digital Technology for English Language Learning at Universitas Islam Kadiri
M. Zaenal Arifin1
1Universitas Islam Kadiri, Indonesia
Corresponding author’s e-mail: zaenal121202@gmail.com 
ABSTRACT
The rapid development of digital technology and artificial intelligence (AI) has significantly transformed English language learning in higher education contexts. This study aimed to explore the experiences of English Education students at Universitas Islam Kadiri in using digital technology and AI tools for English language learning. A qualitative case study design was employed, involving semi-structured interviews with five students of the English Education Study Program as the primary data source.The findings revealed that students actively utilized various digital platforms, including ChatGPT, Grammarly, TikTok, YouTube, and other AI-based applications to support autonomous learning, enhance language skills, and access flexible learning resources. In addition, digital technology was found to contribute to students’ language awareness, learning motivation, and confidence in using English. However, the study also identified several challenges, such as dependency on AI-generated responses, distractions from social media, and concerns related to writing originality and critical thinking. Overall, the findings indicate that digital technology and AI play a dual role in EFL learning, offering both opportunities and challenges for learners. The study highlights the importance of developing critical digital literacy among students to ensure the effective and responsible use of AI in English language learning in higher education contexts.
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INTRODUCTION 
The rapid development of digital technology and artificial intelligence (AI) has significantly transformed English as a Foreign Language (EFL) learning in higher education. In contemporary educational contexts, digital tools are no longer considered merely supplementary resources but have become an integral part of students’ learning environments. University students increasingly use digital platforms such as YouTube, TikTok, ChatGPT, Grammarly, Duolingo, and Quizizz to support their English learning both inside and outside the classroom (Hidayat et al., 2022). This shift indicates a transition from traditional teacher-centered instruction toward more autonomous and technology-enhanced learning practices.
In recent years, the emergence of AI-powered applications has further influenced EFL learning practices. Tools such as ChatGPT, Grammarly, and QuillBot are widely used to assist students in writing, grammar correction, vocabulary development, translation, and idea generation. Previous studies have shown that students generally perceive AI technologies as useful and efficient tools that enhance motivation, engagement, and learning performance in English learning contexts (Febriani, 2024; Nandasyah et al., 2025). Similarly, Algrin et al. (2025) found that EFL students viewed ChatGPT as a valuable writing instrument that supports idea development and language production. Firdes (2025) also reported that students perceived ChatGPT as a supportive learning companion that facilitates independent English learning. However, despite these advantages, concerns remain regarding students’ over-reliance on AI, reduced critical thinking skills, and limited digital literacy awareness (Wahyuddin et al., 2025).
The acceptance of technology in learning environments can be explained through the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) proposed by (David et al,TAM, n.d.), which emphasizes perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use as determinants of technology adoption. In addition, Social Constructivism theory by Vygotsky highlights that learning occurs through interaction and mediation using cultural tools within social contexts (Prawat, 1999). In this framework, AI and digital platforms function as mediating tools that support learners in constructing knowledge and developing language skills through meaningful interaction with digital input and feedback.
Previous studies have explored the role of digital technology and AI in EFL learning from various perspectives. In addition to student-focused studies, Anggia (2025) highlighted how EFL teachers creatively integrate digital technologies into English instruction, demonstrating the growing role of technology in supporting language learning environments. Hidayat et al. (2022) investigated digital tools in supporting autonomous English learning among Indonesian university students. Rahayu (2023) further revealed that postgraduate students used AI tools to support scientific writing processes and language development.Other studies have examined AI as a collaborative learning tool and its role in supporting writing development and critical thinking in EFL contexts (Putri & Jaya, 2026). 
In addition, technology-enhanced language learning has been shown to contribute positively to students’ engagement, writing accuracy, and language development (Maghfirah & Hamdani, 2025). However, several gaps remain in the existing literature. First, most studies tend to focus on specific language skills such as writing or speaking rather than exploring students’ holistic learning experiences. Second, many studies employ quantitative approaches, which may not fully capture the depth of students’ lived experiences in using AI and digital technologies. Third, limited research has examined the integration of multiple digital platforms and AI tools within a single learning ecosystem, particularly in Islamic higher education contexts in Indonesia.
Therefore, this study aims to explore the experiences of English Education students at Universitas Islam Kadiri in using digital technology and AI tools for English language learning. Specifically, this study investigates how students use digital platforms, what technologies are frequently utilized, how AI supports their learning processes, the challenges they encounter, and how language awareness develops through digital learning experiences. By addressing these aspects, this study provides a holistic understanding of how EFL students integrate multiple AI-powered tools in their everyday learning practices within an Islamic higher education context in Indonesia.
METHODS
This study employed a qualitative research design to explore students’ experiences in using digital technology and AI tools for English language learning. Qualitative research was considered appropriate because this study aimed to understand participants’ experiences, perspectives, and interpretations regarding technology-enhanced language learning in natural settings (Sugiyono, 2018). Specifically, this study used a qualitative case study approach to investigate the phenomenon within a particular educational context, namely the English Education Study Program at Universitas Islam Kadiri.
Participants
The participants of this study were students of the English Education Study Program at Universitas Islam Kadiri. The participants were selected purposively based on several criteria: (1) students in semesters 4–6, and (2) students who actively used digital technology and AI tools in learning English. The researcher selected these participants because they were considered to have sufficient experience and understanding regarding the use of digital technology in English language learning. The total number of participants in this study consisted of five students.
Instruments
The primary instrument of this study was semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews allowed the researcher to explore participants’ experiences and opinions in depth while maintaining flexibility during the interview process. The interview questions focused on students’ experiences in using digital technology, the digital platforms frequently used, the role of AI in language learning, the benefits and challenges of technology use, and students’ language awareness development through digital learning experiences. In addition, documentation was used as supporting data. The documents included screenshots of digital learning activities, examples of AI-assisted assignments, and digital learning platforms used by the participants.
Procedures
The data collection process was conducted in several stages. First, the researcher identified and selected participants who met the research criteria. Second, the researcher conducted semi-structured interviews with each participant and the interviews were conducted in Indonesian to allow participants to express their experiences more comfortably and clearly. Each interview lasted approximately 20–30 minutes and was audio-recorded with participants’ consent. Third, the researcher collected supporting documents related to participants’ digital learning activities. After all data were collected, the interview recordings were transcribed for further analysis.
Data Analysis
The data were analyzed using thematic analysis. According to Sugiyono (2019), qualitative data analysis involves organizing, interpreting, and drawing conclusions from the collected data systematically. In this study, the researcher analyzed the data through several steps: (1) reading and understanding the interview transcripts, (2) coding important statements and experiences, (3) categorizing similar codes into themes, (4) interpreting the findings based on the research objectives and theories, and (5) drawing conclusions from the identified themes. The analysis was guided by the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) theory by Fred Davis and Social Constructivism theory by Lev Vygotsky to understand how students perceive, utilize, and experience digital technology and AI tools in English language learning.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Results
The findings of this study show that EFL students at Universitas Islam Kadiri actively use various digital technologies and AI-powered applications in their English learning process. The participants reported frequent use of platforms such as ChatGPT, Grammarly, YouTube, TikTok, QuillBot, Duolingo, and Google Translate to support both academic and informal learning activities. One participant explained that ChatGPT helped generate ideas when they experienced difficulties in starting writing tasks, while Grammarly was used to identify grammatical errors and improve sentence structure. In addition, participants stated that TikTok and YouTube provided exposure to authentic English input that supported pronunciation and listening skills. Overall, digital technologies were used not only for academic purposes but also as supplementary resources for continuous English exposure.
The findings also indicate that AI tools play an important role in supporting students’ autonomous learning practices. Participants reported that AI enables them to learn English independently without relying entirely on classroom instruction. One participant stated that AI allows them to ask questions and receive immediate explanations, while another mentioned that AI makes it easier to practice English outside formal learning environments. These responses show that AI technologies facilitate self-directed learning by providing instant feedback and accessible learning support at any time.
However, participants also reported several challenges in using digital technology and AI tools for English learning. Some students admitted that they occasionally relied too heavily on AI-generated answers without fully understanding the content. One participant stated that AI responses were sometimes inaccurate or less appropriate for academic writing contexts. In addition, distractions from social media and unstable internet connections were also identified as barriers to effective learning. These findings suggest that although AI supports learning efficiency, it may also lead to dependency issues and reduced critical engagement.
Furthermore, the findings reveal that continuous exposure to digital media contributes to students’ language awareness development. Participants reported that Grammarly helped them identify grammatical errors more clearly, while YouTube supported pronunciation and listening improvement through authentic English materials. One participant stated that ChatGPT and QuillBot assisted them in understanding sentence structure and paraphrasing in academic writing. Overall, digital technologies provide immediate feedback and authentic language exposure that enhance learners’ awareness of English language use.
Discussion
The findings of this study are consistent with previous research indicating that digital technology and AI tools play a significant role in supporting EFL learning. Hidayat et al. (2022) found that university students utilize digital platforms to facilitate autonomous and flexible English learning, which aligns with the findings of this study showing students’ integration of multiple AI and digital tools in their learning practices. Similar concerns were also identified by Khoirunisya’Masyhudianti et al. (2025), who emphasized that the effective use of AI in English learning requires adequate digital literacy and responsible learning practices.
From the perspective of the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM), technology use is influenced by perceived usefulness and ease of use (Davis, 1989). The participants in this study perceived AI applications as practical tools that simplify writing, grammar correction, and idea generation. This is supported by (Febriani, 2024) and (Nandasyah & Halim, 2025), who found that AI tools increase students’ learning efficiency, motivation, and engagement in EFL contexts.
In addition, Social Constructivism theory (Vygotsky) explains that learning occurs through mediation using cultural tools. In this study, AI and digital platforms function as mediating tools that help students construct knowledge through interaction with feedback and language input. This supports Herusatoto & Rini (2024), who reported that AI tools such as ChatGPT and Grammarly improve learners’ writing quality and language understanding.
The findings also align with Hikma & Baa (2024) and Maghfirah & Hamdani  (2025), who found that technology-assisted language learning enhances writing accuracy, language awareness, and learner engagement. Similarly, Maulana & Widyantoro (2026) emphasize that AI prompts can scaffold critical thinking in EFL writing, which reflects students’ experiences in using AI for idea generation and writing assistance in this study. The improvement of students’ language awareness and writing quality identified in this study is also related to previous findings by Jaya and Susyla (2025), who reported that the development of syntactic accuracy and complexity contributes to better writing performance among EFL learners.
However, the results also confirm concerns raised by Wahyuddin et al (2025) who emphasized the importance of digital literacy in AI-assisted learning environments. The tendency of students to rely excessively on AI-generated answers without deep understanding indicates the risk of reduced critical thinking and over-dependence on technology. This shows that while AI tools are beneficial, they require responsible and critical use, the integration of AI and digital platforms in EFL learning provides both opportunities and challenges. As supported by (Putri & Jaya, 2026), AI functions not only as a learning assistant but also as a collaborative tool that reshapes students’ engagement in language learning. Therefore, strengthening digital literacy is essential to ensure meaningful and responsible use of AI in EFL contexts.
CONCLUSION
This study explored the experiences of English Education students at Universitas Islam Kadiri in using digital technology and AI tools for English language learning. The findings revealed that digital platforms such as ChatGPT, Grammarly, YouTube, TikTok, and other applications supported students’ autonomous learning, improved language skills, and increased learning flexibility. In addition, digital technology contributed to the development of students’ language awareness through authentic language exposure and immediate feedback. However, the study also found several challenges, including students’ dependency on AI, distractions from social media, and the need for critical digital literacy in evaluating AI-generated information. Overall, digital technology and AI have become important components of contemporary EFL learning and provide both opportunities and challenges for students in higher education contexts. The findings of this study are expected to provide insights for lecturers and educational institutions in integrating digital technology and AI tools more effectively and responsibly in English language learning practices.
LIMITATIONS
This study only involved a small number of participants from one university; therefore, the findings cannot be generalized to broader educational contexts. In addition, the study mainly focused on students’ experiences in using digital technology and AI tools in English learning without examining lecturers’ perspectives or classroom observations. Future studies are recommended to involve more participants from different institutions and explore the long-term impact of AI-assisted learning on students’ language development and critical thinking skills.
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