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ABSTRACT
 The rapid integration of Artificial Intelligence (AI) into educational contexts has transformed how students access information, create learning materials, and complete academic tasks. While AI offers significant opportunities for enhancing learning, it also raises ethical concerns related to information accuracy, plagiarism, privacy, critical thinking, and human agency. Guided by UNESCO’s Recommendation on the Ethics of Artificial Intelligence (2021), this study explores how digital-native students experience and navigate AI in their everyday learning practices. Employing a qualitative narrative inquiry approach, the study involved three undergraduate students from different academic disciplines who regularly used AI tools for educational purposes. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed through transcription, coding, chronology building, restorying, and cross-narrative thematic analysis. The findings reveal that participants viewed AI not as an unquestionable source of knowledge but as a learning companion that supports understanding, idea generation, and academic productivity. The narratives further demonstrate that participants actively evaluated AI-generated information through verification practices, source checking, and critical reflection. Ethical concerns regarding plagiarism, credibility, privacy, and overreliance on AI emerged consistently across the narratives. Moreover, participants maintained intellectual agency by adapting, contextualizing, and rewriting AI-generated content rather than accepting it passively. These findings align with key UNESCO AI Ethics principles, particularly human oversight and determination, awareness and literacy, responsibility and accountability, and human-centered AI. The study concludes that effective and ethical AI use among digital-native students depends not merely on technological familiarity but on the development of AI literacy, critical thinking, and ethical awareness. The findings highlight the need for higher education institutions to integrate AI literacy and digital ethics into educational practices to support responsible human–AI collaboration.
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INTRODUCTION
The rapid advancement of artificial intelligence (AI) has transformed educational practices worldwide, particularly in the context of the Fourth Industrial Revolution and Society 5.0. AI-powered technologies are increasingly integrated into teaching and learning processes, enabling students to access information, generate content, solve problems, and collaborate with intelligent systems in ways that were previously unimaginable. Within this digital environment, today’s learners are often characterized as digital natives, a generation that has grown up surrounded by digital technologies and demonstrates high levels of technological familiarity. Although digital natives are generally comfortable using digital tools, technological proficiency does not automatically guarantee the development of critical digital literacy, ethical awareness, or responsible AI use.
The growing adoption of generative AI applications such as ChatGPT, Gemini, Copilot, and Meta AI has shifted educational practices from passive information consumption to active human–AI collaboration. Students increasingly rely on AI systems to brainstorm ideas, organize information, generate learning materials, and support academic decision-making. While these technologies offer significant opportunities for enhancing learning effectiveness and creativity, they also introduce ethical concerns related to misinformation, algorithmic bias, privacy protection, transparency, academic integrity, and excessive dependence on automated systems. Consequently, students must develop not only technical competence but also the ability to critically evaluate and ethically utilize AI-generated content.
Recognizing these challenges, UNESCO adopted the Recommendation on the Ethics of Artificial Intelligence in 2021, establishing the first global normative framework for AI governance. UNESCO emphasizes that AI systems should promote human dignity, human rights, diversity, inclusiveness, transparency, accountability, and sustainability throughout the entire AI lifecycle. The recommendation further highlights the importance of awareness and literacy, arguing that public understanding of AI technologies, digital skills, media and information literacy, and AI ethics education are essential to ensure that individuals can make informed decisions and use AI responsibly (UNESCO, 2021). Furthermore, UNESCO stresses that human oversight and determination must remain central in AI-assisted decision-making processes, ensuring that AI functions as a supportive tool rather than a replacement for human agency and responsibility.
According to UNESCO (2021), the ethical development and use of Artificial Intelligence should be guided by a set of fundamental values and principles, including respect for human rights and human dignity, fairness and non-discrimination, transparency and explainability, privacy and data protection, human oversight and determination, responsibility and accountability, as well as awareness and literacy. UNESCO emphasizes that AI systems must remain human-centered, ensuring that humans retain ultimate responsibility for decisions and actions supported by AI technologies. Furthermore, AI literacy and ethical awareness are considered essential competencies that enable individuals to critically evaluate AI-generated information, understand potential risks, and participate responsibly in increasingly AI-driven societies. Therefore, UNESCO’s AI Ethics framework provides an important lens for examining how digital-native students interact with AI technologies while maintaining critical thinking, autonomy, and ethical responsibility in educational settings.
In educational contexts, these ethical principles become particularly relevant because students are among the most active users of AI technologies. UNESCO (2021) also notes that living in increasingly digitalized societies requires new educational practices that foster critical thinking, ethical reflection, responsible design, and informed participation. Therefore, understanding how students negotiate ethical considerations while interacting with AI is crucial for developing educational policies and pedagogical approaches that align with international ethical standards.
Despite the increasing body of research on AI integration in education, existing studies predominantly focus on technological readiness, learning outcomes, academic performance, or the effectiveness of AI-assisted instruction. Comparatively little attention has been given to the lived experiences of digital-native students as they navigate ethical dilemmas, evaluate AI-generated information, maintain intellectual autonomy, and construct responsible human–AI collaboration practices. More importantly, limited research has explored these experiences through the lens of UNESCO’s AI Ethics framework, particularly within higher education contexts in developing countries.
To address this gap, this study employs a narrative inquiry approach to explore the experiences of digital-native students in navigating AI technologies while reflecting the ethical values and principles proposed by UNESCO. By examining students’ stories, reflections, and decision-making processes, this research seeks to understand how they balance technological opportunities with ethical responsibilities, how they evaluate the credibility of AI-generated content, and how they preserve their intellectual agency while collaborating with AI systems. Ultimately, this study contributes to the growing discourse on ethical AI integration in education by providing a deeper understanding of how digital-native learners experience, interpret, and operationalize AI ethics in their everyday academic practices.

METHODS
This study employed a qualitative research design using a narrative inquiry approach. Narrative inquiry was selected because it enables researchers to explore and understand individuals’ lived experiences through the stories they tell (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). In the context of this study, narrative inquiry was considered appropriate for examining how digital-native students experience, interpret, and negotiate the use of Artificial Intelligence (AI) in their learning processes while developing ethical awareness and critical thinking. Rather than focusing on measurable outcomes, this approach seeks to capture the meanings, reflections, and personal journeys of students as they interact with AI technologies in educational settings.
The participants consisted of three undergraduate students who were selected through purposive sampling. The selection criteria included: (1) being categorized as digital-native students, (2) having regular experience using AI tools such as ChatGPT, Gemini, Meta AI, or similar applications for academic purposes, and (3) being willing to share their experiences in depth. A small number of participants is consistent with narrative inquiry, which prioritizes depth, richness, and complexity of individual stories rather than broad generalization.
Data were collected through semi-structured individual interviews. This interview format allowed the researcher to maintain consistency across participants while also providing flexibility for probing questions and follow-up discussions based on participants’ unique experiences. The interview protocol consisted of twelve open-ended questions organized into five sections: (1) experience using AI in learning, (2) understanding and evaluating AI-generated information, (3) creating learning materials with AI, (4) ethics and critical thinking in AI use, and (5) reflection and future skills. Each interview was conducted individually, audio-recorded with participant consent, and later transcribed verbatim for analysis. To enrich the narratives, the researcher also examined participants’ learning materials and reflective accounts related to their use of AI in academic tasks.
As is common in qualitative research, the researcher served as the primary research instrument. The researcher was responsible for conducting interviews, building rapport with participants, interpreting narrative accounts, and analyzing the data. To enhance trustworthiness, interview findings were reviewed carefully and participants were given opportunities to clarify their statements when necessary.
Data analysis followed narrative inquiry procedures adapted from Clandinin and Connelly (2000). First, all interview recordings were transcribed verbatim to produce accurate textual representations of participants’ stories. Second, the transcripts were read repeatedly to identify significant events, experiences, actions, and reflections related to AI use. Through an open coding process, key events and meaningful narrative segments were labeled and categorized. Third, the researcher organized these events chronologically to construct coherent narrative timelines that reflected each participant’s learning journey with AI.
The fourth stage involved the restorying process, in which fragmented interview data were reconstructed into comprehensive narratives that highlighted participants’ experiences from their initial encounters with AI, their strategies for evaluating AI-generated information, their ethical considerations, and their efforts to maintain intellectual agency while collaborating with AI. Finally, a cross-narrative thematic analysis was conducted to identify recurring patterns and shared themes across the three participants’ stories. This process enabled the researcher to uncover common experiences as well as individual differences in how digital-native students navigate AI technologies and apply ethical considerations in educational contexts.	

RESULTS
This study explored the lived experiences of three digital-native students from different academic backgrounds as they navigated Artificial Intelligence (AI) in their learning activities. Through the narrative inquiry approach, participants’ stories revealed how AI became integrated into their academic lives, how they evaluated the credibility of AI-generated information, and how they negotiated ethical considerations while maintaining their intellectual agency. The findings are presented through individual narratives followed by cross-narrative themes.
Participant 1: S – AI as a Learning Companion for Understanding Processes
S, a 22-year-old English Education student, described AI as an essential learning companion that supports her independent learning process. Unlike students who primarily seek direct answers, S emphasized that she uses ChatGPT to understand the process behind solving academic problems. She explained:
 “For academic tasks, I tend to use AI to explain the process of solving a problem step by step rather than focusing on finding the final answer.”
This statement suggests that S perceives AI not merely as a productivity tool but as a cognitive scaffold that assists her understanding. Her narrative illustrates a learning orientation that prioritizes procedural knowledge over answer acquisition.
S’s first encounter with AI was characterized by curiosity and fascination. She initially perceived AI as a strange yet promising technology capable of supporting modern human activities. Reflecting on her early experience, she stated:
“My first experience with AI felt strange, but it made me curious about its potential in the modernization of technology and human activities.”
As her experience developed, S became increasingly aware of the limitations of AI. She consistently evaluated the reliability of AI-generated information by examining citations and comparing them with her prior knowledge. She explained:
“I check whether the information is based on valid sources and compare it with my own knowledge before deciding whether it is trustworthy.”
Interestingly, S viewed inaccurate AI responses not as failures but as opportunities to improve her prompting strategies. When AI produced irrelevant or biased outputs, she recognized that vague prompts often contributed to these inaccuracies. This reflects a sophisticated level of digital literacy in which users understand that AI outputs are influenced by the quality of human input.
Furthermore, S emphasized plagiarism and source credibility as the most important ethical concerns in AI use. Her narrative demonstrates a strong alignment with UNESCO’s principles of responsibility, accountability, and awareness. Rather than allowing AI to replace her intellectual effort, she used it as a supportive tool while maintaining responsibility for validating information and constructing knowledge.
Participant 2: I – AI as a Tool for Critical Interpretation
I, a 26-year-old English Literature student, narrated a different relationship with AI. Because literary studies often involve multiple interpretations, he approached AI with a higher degree of skepticism.
He described AI as a useful starting point for understanding complex literary theories:
“Usually, I use AI as a starting point. I don't immediately use the answer directly because in literature, interpretation can be different depending on perspective.”
This statement reflects an important tension between efficiency and academic rigor. AI simplified difficult concepts and reduced cognitive burden, yet I remained aware that literary interpretation cannot be fully delegated to automated systems.
His skepticism became stronger after encountering inaccurate references generated by AI:
“Some journal titles looked real but were difficult to find. That experience made me more careful because AI sometimes sounds confident even when the information is incomplete.”
This experience significantly influenced his learning behavior. Rather than blindly trusting AI, I developed a routine of verifying information through journal articles, books, and classroom discussions. His story illustrates the emergence of critical AI literacy, where trust is continuously negotiated rather than automatically granted.
Ethically, I identified plagiarism, privacy, and source credibility as major concerns. He strongly believed that academic learning loses its purpose when students merely copy AI-generated content:
“Sometimes students copy answers directly without understanding them, and personally I think that defeats the purpose of learning.”
Interestingly, I acknowledged that AI could both strengthen and weaken critical thinking. On one hand, AI enabled him to explore multiple perspectives quickly. On the other hand, time pressure sometimes encouraged passive acceptance of AI-generated responses. His narrative highlights the ongoing negotiation between convenience and intellectual responsibility.
Participant 3: P – AI as a Creative Assistant for Contextual Learning
P, a 24-year-old Tourism student, described AI as a creative assistant that helped her generate ideas and structure projects. Unlike the previous participants, she frequently used AI for practical and industry-oriented tasks such as tourism promotion plans and destination analysis.
She explained:
“Usually, I use AI when I need inspiration or structure. It helps me generate ideas, but I still have to adjust them to fit the local context.”
P’s narrative revealed an awareness that AI-generated content often lacks contextual sensitivity. She observed that tourism-related recommendations frequently reflected generalized global perspectives that did not always represent Indonesian cultural realities accurately.
Reflecting on this challenge, she stated:
“Some examples felt too general and didn’t really represent Indonesian culture correctly.”
Consequently, she regularly modified AI outputs by incorporating local examples, personal observations, and cultural considerations. Her approach demonstrates active human oversight, a principle strongly emphasized in UNESCO’s Recommendation on the Ethics of Artificial Intelligence.
P also viewed plagiarism and privacy as significant ethical concerns. Similar to the other participants, she believed that students should not allow AI to replace genuine learning efforts. According to her:
“AI should help organize ideas, but the final result still needs my own perspective.”
Her story illustrates how intellectual agency can be preserved through personalization, contextualization, and reflective adaptation of AI-generated information.
Cross-Narrative Theme 1: AI as a Cognitive Partner Rather Than a Knowledge Authority
Across all three narratives, AI was not perceived as an unquestionable authority. Instead, participants consistently positioned AI as a supportive cognitive partner that facilitated understanding, organization, and idea generation.
While S used AI to understand procedures, I employed it to simplify theoretical concepts, and P utilized it for creative inspiration. Despite these differences, all participants maintained that human judgment remained essential for validating and adapting AI-generated information.
This finding reflects UNESCO’s principle of Human Oversight and Determination, which emphasizes that AI should support rather than replace human decision-making.
Cross-Narrative Theme 2: Critical Verification as an Emerging Form of AI Literacy
A second recurring theme was the practice of verification. All participants reported experiences with inaccurate, incomplete, or biased AI-generated information. As a result, they developed strategies for evaluating credibility through journal articles, trusted websites, academic references, and personal knowledge.
These practices demonstrate the development of awareness and literacy, one of UNESCO’s central ethical principles. Rather than accepting AI outputs passively, participants actively engaged in fact-checking and source validation.
Cross-Narrative Theme 3: Preserving Intellectual Agency Through Adaptation and Reflection
The strongest theme emerging across narratives was the effort to maintain intellectual ownership of learning. All participants reported modifying, rewriting, contextualizing, or expanding AI-generated content before incorporating it into academic work.
Participants repeatedly emphasized that understanding, not copying, was the primary objective of AI use. Their narratives suggest that intellectual agency is preserved when students critically interpret AI outputs and integrate them with personal knowledge, experiences, and disciplinary perspectives.
This finding aligns closely with UNESCO’s ethical framework, particularly the principles of responsibility, accountability, and human-centered AI. The participants’ stories demonstrate that meaningful AI integration in education depends not on the technology itself but on the learner’s ability to exercise critical judgment, ethical reflection, and autonomous decision-making.

DISCUSSION
The findings reveal that digital-native students do not perceive Artificial Intelligence as an unquestionable source of knowledge. Instead, they position AI as a supportive learning partner that assists them in understanding concepts, organizing ideas, and generating learning materials. This finding challenges the traditional assumption that digital natives naturally possess advanced digital competencies simply because they have grown up surrounded by technology.
Previous studies have criticized the “digital native” concept for oversimplifying young people's relationship with technology. Reid et al. (2023) argue that exposure to digital technologies does not automatically lead to digital literacy, critical evaluation skills, or ethical awareness. Digital literacy requires technical, cognitive, and socio-emotional competencies, including the ability to critically evaluate information and recognize potential biases. The experiences of S, I, and P support this argument. Although all participants frequently used AI technologies, they consistently demonstrated the need to verify information, evaluate credibility, and exercise independent judgment before utilizing AI-generated outputs. Thus, their narratives suggest that effective AI use is not merely a consequence of technological familiarity but a result of developed digital literacy practices (Reid et al., 2023).
The findings also highlight the emergence of AI literacy as a critical competency for contemporary learners. All participants reported engaging in verification practices, including checking citations, comparing AI-generated information with journal articles, consulting lecturers, and cross-referencing trusted sources. These behaviors reflect what Bender (2024) describes as AI awareness, an essential component of digital literacy in the era of generative artificial intelligence. According to Bender (2024), students should not only learn with AI but also learn about AI, including understanding its capabilities, limitations, biases, and potential inaccuracies. The participants’ experiences demonstrate that AI literacy extends beyond operational skills and includes the capacity to critically assess the trustworthiness of AI-generated information. Their narratives indicate that awareness of AI limitations encourages more reflective and responsible learning practices.
Another significant finding concerns the preservation of human agency in AI-assisted learning. While participants acknowledged the efficiency and convenience of AI, none of them viewed AI as a replacement for human thinking. Instead, they emphasized rewriting, contextualizing, simplifying, and adapting AI-generated information according to their own understanding and disciplinary contexts. This finding strongly aligns with UNESCO’s Recommendation on the Ethics of Artificial Intelligence (2021), which emphasizes the principle of human oversight and determination. UNESCO argues that AI systems should augment rather than replace human decision-making and that humans must retain responsibility for judgments and actions involving AI-assisted processes. The participants’ stories illustrate how human agency remains central in educational settings, where learners actively negotiate, modify, and reinterpret AI outputs rather than accepting them passively. Such practices demonstrate the realization of human-centered AI in everyday learning activities.
The participants’ concerns regarding plagiarism, source credibility, privacy, and misinformation further reinforce the importance of ethical awareness in AI use. Across all narratives, ethical considerations were not treated as abstract concepts but as practical concerns directly influencing academic behavior. These findings are consistent with Huang et al. (2023), who identify privacy risks, misinformation, bias, accountability issues, and transparency challenges as among the most pressing ethical concerns surrounding AI technologies. Similarly, Camilleri (2024) emphasizes that ethical AI governance requires accountability, transparency, fairness, explainability, and user protection. The students in this study demonstrated awareness of these ethical dimensions by questioning information validity, avoiding direct copying of AI-generated content, and recognizing the risks associated with overreliance on AI systems. Their narratives suggest that ethical awareness functions as a protective mechanism that helps learners maintain academic integrity while benefiting from technological innovation.
Interestingly, participants described AI as both an opportunity and a potential risk to critical thinking. On one hand, AI facilitated exploration of multiple perspectives, simplified complex concepts, and reduced cognitive barriers to learning. On the other hand, participants acknowledged that excessive dependence on AI could encourage intellectual passivity, particularly when time pressures led them to accept AI-generated responses without sufficient reflection. This tension echoes concerns raised by Nguyen et al. (2023), who argue that ethical AI in education must protect learner autonomy while simultaneously supporting learning performance. Educational AI systems should therefore be designed and implemented in ways that encourage active engagement, critical reflection, and independent reasoning rather than passive consumption of generated content. The experiences of the participants suggest that the educational value of AI depends largely on how students interact with it rather than on the technology itself.
From a broader perspective, the findings contribute to the growing discourse on ethical AI integration in higher education. Rather than depicting students as passive consumers of AI technologies, this study reveals them as active negotiators who continuously balance efficiency, learning goals, ethical responsibility, and intellectual autonomy. The participants’ narratives demonstrate that responsible AI use involves ongoing processes of evaluation, adaptation, verification, and reflection. These practices resonate strongly with UNESCO’s principles of awareness and literacy, responsibility and accountability, transparency, and human oversight. Consequently, the findings suggest that higher education institutions should move beyond simply providing access to AI tools and instead prioritize the development of AI literacy, ethical reasoning, and critical thinking skills that enable students to engage with AI responsibly and meaningfully.

CONCLUSION
This study explored the lived experiences of three digital-native students in navigating Artificial Intelligence (AI) within their academic learning processes through the lens of UNESCO AI Ethics. Using a narrative inquiry approach, the findings revealed that AI has become an important learning companion that supports understanding, idea generation, information organization, and academic task completion. However, the participants did not perceive AI as an unquestionable source of knowledge. Instead, they actively engaged in verifying information, evaluating credibility, and adapting AI-generated outputs according to their own understanding and disciplinary contexts.
The narratives demonstrate that being a digital native does not automatically guarantee digital literacy or ethical AI use. Rather, responsible engagement with AI requires critical thinking, information verification, ethical awareness, and the ability to maintain intellectual autonomy. Across all three narratives, participants consistently emphasized the importance of checking sources, avoiding plagiarism, protecting privacy, and ensuring that AI-supported work reflects their own understanding. These practices illustrate the implementation of key UNESCO AI Ethics principles, particularly human oversight and determination, awareness and literacy, responsibility and accountability, and human-centered AI.
The study also highlights the dual role of AI in education. On the one hand, AI can facilitate learning, improve efficiency, and expand access to information. On the other hand, excessive dependence on AI may weaken critical reflection and encourage passive acceptance of generated content. Therefore, the educational value of AI depends not solely on the technology itself but on learners’ ability to engage with it critically and ethically.
Theoretically, this study contributes to the growing body of literature on AI ethics in education by providing narrative evidence of how students experience, negotiate, and operationalize ethical principles in everyday AI-assisted learning practices. It extends current discussions of AI literacy by demonstrating that responsible AI use involves continuous processes of evaluation, adaptation, reflection, and ethical decision-making.
Practically, the findings suggest that higher education institutions should move beyond merely introducing AI tools and instead integrate AI literacy, digital ethics, and critical thinking instruction into the curriculum. Such efforts are necessary to prepare students to become responsible users of AI technologies while preserving their intellectual agency and academic integrity.
Given the limited number of participants, future studies may involve larger and more diverse populations across different disciplines and educational contexts. Further research could also investigate how AI ethics education influences students’ long-term learning behaviors and decision-making processes in increasingly AI-driven educational environments.
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