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Abstract 

The use of artificial intelligence (AI) writing tools in secondary education has 
raised significant pedagogical challenges, yet little is known about the specific 
difficulties students face when using these tools. This qualitative case study 
examines the difficulties experienced by eight twelfth-grade students at SMAN 
12 Sinjai, Indonesia, when using AI tools such as ChatGPT, Grammarly, 
Quillbot, and Google Translate for English writing assignments. Data were 
collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed using reflexive 
thematic analysis. The findings reveal eight main categories of difficulties: (1) 
over-reliance on AI, (2) inability to evaluate AI suggestions, (3) ineffective use 
of AI for grammar correction, (4) limited understanding of AI capabilities, (5) 
technical and access barriers, (6) loss of personal voice, (7) difficulty integrating 
AI suggestions, and (8) illusion of progress. The most common difficulty, 
reported by all eight participants, was over-reliance, with students expressing 
fear and panic when AI tools were inaccessible. These findings suggest that 
without structured pedagogical intervention, AI writing tools may function as 
a crutch rather than as a scaffold for student learning. 
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Introduction  
Writing is a fundamental skill in English language learning that enables students 

to communicate ideas, demonstrate knowledge, and engage in academic discourse 
(Brown, 2018). Unlike speaking, writing requires deliberate organization of thoughts 
into coherent sentences and paragraphs, making it a cognitively demanding process that 
necessitates mastery of multiple components, including grammar, vocabulary, and 
textual coherence (Hyland, 2022). 

Writing serves as a means of communication, interpreting information, recording 
experiences, facilitating self-expression, and promoting meaningful learning processes 
(Peter & Singaravelu, 2020). However, many Indonesian high school students face 
significant challenges in English writing, which negatively impacts their academic 
achievement and future opportunities (Rahmat et al., 2023; Saumi et al., 2025). English 
writing requires mastery of various components, including grammar, vocabulary, 
organization, and coherence (Hyland, 2022; Hapsari et al., 2022). 

In the rapidly evolving digital era, Artificial Intelligence (AI) has been 
increasingly integrated into language learning, including writing instruction (Li & 
Zhang, 2020). Popular AI applications among students, such as Grammarly, Quillbot, 
ChatGPT, and Google Translate, have been used to assist their writing tasks (Safitri et 
al., 2024; Suryani & Fithriani, 2024). Previous research has demonstrated that AI tools 
can help students improve grammatical accuracy and vocabulary through immediate 
feedback (Pratama & Hastuti, 2024; Al Mahmud, 2023). Furthermore, AI applications 
may help reduce writing anxiety by offering non-judgmental assistance (Losi et al., 2024; 
Ruslan et al., 2025). However, effective use of AI depends on how students utilize these 
tools and the guidance provided by teachers (Pratama & Nurcholis, 2025; Apriani et al., 
2023). 

Previous studies on AI in writing have produced diverse findings. Some studies 
have focused on students' perceptions and preferences regarding AI tools (Safitri et al., 
2024; Lee et al., 2024; Kim et al., 2025), while others have employed experimental designs 
to measure the impact of AI on students' writing scores (Pratama & Hastuti, 2024; Uzun 
et al., 2026). Research has also explored AI for EFL writing skills systematically through 
literature reviews (Pawestri & Pratolo, 2024; Jen & Salam, 2024). Studies have also 
examined the integration of generative AI in writing instruction (Surani & Rosyada, 
2026; Utami & Winarni, 2023). Despite these contributions, a significant gap remains in 
the literature. No study has systematically documented the specific categories of 
difficulties that high school students face when using AI tools for writing (Wang, 2025; 
Zhao, 2024; Misbah et al., 2025). Most research has focused on the benefits of AI rather 
than the challenges students encounter (Malik et al., 2023; Krajka & Olszak, 2024). 

This research gap is critical to address because preliminary observations at the 
research site, SMAN 12 Sinjai, revealed a noticeable disconnect between students' 
reported use of AI tools and the quality of their final written work (Darmi & Tahir, 2023). 
Despite actively using AI for assistance, students' writing still exhibited fundamental 
issues in vocabulary range, grammatical accuracy, and textual organization. Therefore, 
this study aims to investigate the specific challenges students encounter when utilizing 
AI tools for English writing. Accordingly, the study addresses the following research 
question: What specific difficulties do students encounter when using Artificial 
Intelligence tools to support their English writing process? This study is expected to 
make an empirical contribution to understanding student difficulties in AI-assisted 
writing (Huang & Lin, 2021; Cohen et al., 2023). 
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Literature Review 
Artificial Intelligence in language education has grown significantly in recent 

years. AI writing tools encompass various applications that utilize natural language 
processing, machine learning algorithms, and computational linguistics to support and 
enhance the writing process (Li & Zhang, 2020). These technologies can analyze text, 
identify patterns, generate content, and provide feedback that mimics human evaluation 
to varying degrees of accuracy (Brown, 2018; Hyland, 2022). 

AI writing tools can be categorized into several distinct types based on their 
primary functions and technological approaches. First, Automated Writing Evaluation 
(AWE) systems such as Grammarly provide comprehensive feedback on grammatical 
errors, spelling mistakes, punctuation issues, and stylistic concerns (Pratama & Hastuti, 
2024; Al Mahmud, 2023). Second, AI-powered text generators, such as ChatGPT, can 
produce original content based on user prompts (Pratama and Nurcholis, 2025; Apriani 
et al., 2023). Third, paraphrasing tools such as Quillbot help students rephrase existing 
text while maintaining the original meaning (Lee et al., 2024). Fourth, translation tools 
like Google Translate convert text between languages (Safitri et al., 2024). 

Despite the benefits, students encounter several significant difficulties when 
integrating AI tools into their writing processes (Nguyen & Dang, 2023; Wang, 2025). 
Research has identified over-reliance on AI suggestions as a primary difficulty that may 
hinder independent writing (Kim et al., 2025; Misbah et al., 2025). Students who depend 
excessively on AI corrections often fail to develop self-editing strategies (Zhao, 2024; 
Pawestri & Pratolo, 2024). 

Another difficulty involves the limited contextual understanding of AI systems 
that may provide suggestions that are technically correct but contextually inappropriate 
(Lee et al., 2024; Jen & Salam, 2024). This requires students to develop critical evaluation 
skills to analyze AI-generated feedback (Huang & Lin, 2021; Krajka & Olszak, 2024). 
Technical obstacles also create significant difficulties for students. Unstable internet 
connectivity, limited access to devices, and free version limitations present barriers to 
effective AI use (Malik et al., 2023; Cohen et al., 2023).  

The loss of personal voice represents another difficulty, as students using AI tools 
may produce text with homogenized linguistic features (Suryani & Fithriani, 2024; Surani 
& Rosyada, 2026). Students also face difficulty integrating AI-generated content with 
their own writing (Utami & Winarni, 2023).  

In the Indonesian context, research on AI in writing instruction remains limited. 
Studies have explored students' preferences and perceptions, revealing that while 
students value AI for immediate feedback, they also express concerns about over-
dependence (Safitri et al., 2024; Suryani & Fithriani, 2024). Research has also examined 
writing anxiety among EFL graduate program students (Ruslan et al., 2025) and sources 
of students' errors in EFL writing (Hapsari et al., 2022). Studies have documented that 
students often struggle with writing compared to other language skills (Saumi et al., 2025; 
Rahmat et al., 2023). 

Preliminary observations at SMAN 12 Sinjai revealed a specific phenomenon: a 
noticeable disconnect between students' reported use of AI tools and the quality of their 
final written work (Darmi & Tahir, 2023). This disconnect suggests that students may not 
have developed critical literacy in using AI; they adopt the tools without fully 
understanding how to use them effectively (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Creswell & Creswell, 
2023). Thus, this study addresses the gap by focusing exclusively on students' difficulties 
in using AI for writing. 
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Research Methods  
1. Research types 

This study employed a qualitative research method with a case study design 
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). This design was chosen because it is particularly suitable for 
exploring the complex, subjective experiences of students using AI tools for writing 
(Creswell & Creswell, 2023). The case study approach allows for rich, detailed 
descriptions of perceived difficulties within students' authentic educational context 
(Cohen et al., 2023). 
2. Research Data Sources 

The primary data sources for this study were semi-structured interviews 
conducted with students. The research was conducted from January to February 2026 at 
SMAN 12 Sinjai, South Sulawesi (Darmi & Tahir, 2023). The selection of this school was 
based on purposive sampling, guided by substantive considerations, including the 
prevalence of AI tool use among students (Bowen, 2021). The secondary data sources 
included field notes and a reflexive journal maintained by the researcher during data 
collection and analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2022). 
3. Research Population and Sample 

The population of this study was Grade XII students at SMAN 12 Sinjai who 
actively use AI tools for English writing assignments. The sample consisted of eight 
students selected through purposive sampling based on the following criteria: (1) regular 
users of AI writing tools (ChatGPT, Grammarly, Quillbot, or Google Translate), (2) 
willingness to participate fully in interviews, and (3) representation across all four Grade 
XII classes (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Participants were nominated by their English 
teachers, with two students selected from each class. 

Regarding sample size, the study adhered to the principle of data saturation, 
which refers to the point at which no new information or themes emerge from the data 
(Braun & Clarke, 2022). In this study, saturation was achieved after the seventh interview, 
as the eighth interview yielded no new categories of difficulties. The eighth participant's 
responses largely confirmed the existing themes, indicating that the sample of eight was 
sufficient to capture the range of difficulties experienced by students at the research site. 

Table 1. Participant Demographic Profile 

Participants Gender AI Tools Used Grade XII Class 

Student 1 Female Grammarly, ChatGPT Class XII.1 

Student 2 Female ChatGPT Class XII.2 

Student 3 Female ChatGPT, Quillbot Class XII.3 

Student 4 Female ChatGPT Class XII.4 

Student 5 Female Quillbot Class XII.1 

Student 6 Female Google Translate Class XII.2 

Student 7 Female ChatGPT, Grammarly Class XII.3 

Student 8 Female ChatGPT, Quillbot Class XII.4 

 
4. Data Collection Techniques 

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews (Wilson, 2014). The 
interview protocol was developed based on the research question and focused on three 
thematic areas: AI usage experience, difficulties encountered, and critical engagement 
with AI output (Braun & Clarke, 2022). Each interview lasted approximately 45-60 
minutes and was conducted face-to-face in a quiet school setting. All interviews were 
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audio-recorded with participant consent and transcribed verbatim. Member checking 
was conducted by returning transcripts to participants for verification of accuracy 
(Creswell & Creswell, 2023). 
5. Data Analysis Techniques 

Interview transcripts were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis following 
Braun and Clarke's (2022) six-phase framework: (1) familiarization with the data, (2) 
generating initial codes, (3) searching for themes, (4) reviewing themes, (5) defining and 
naming themes, and (6) producing the report. A reflexive journal was maintained 
throughout the analysis to document analytical decisions and emerging interpretations 
(Bowen, 2021). The analysis was conducted inductively, allowing themes to emerge from 
the data rather than being imposed by pre-existing categories (Cohen et al., 2023). 
6. Ethical Consideration 

This study involved participants who were 18 years of age or older. Written 
informed consent was obtained from all participants after the purpose and procedures 
of the study were fully explained. Participants were assured of their right to withdraw 
from the study at any time without consequence, and all personal identifiers have been 
removed to ensure confidentiality. Permission to conduct the research was also obtained 
from the school principal and the English teachers at SMAN 12 Sinjai. 
 

Results and Discussion  
Result  

The analysis of interview data from eight participants revealed eight distinct 
categories of difficulties students encounter when using AI writing tools.  
Over-Reliance on AI  

The first theme identified in this study is over-reliance on AI tools. This theme 
captures students' inability to write independently without AI assistance, their fear when 
AI is inaccessible, and their perception that AI is the only way to complete writing tasks. 
The data reveal that students have internalized a belief that independent writing is 
impossible for them. All eight students report that they cannot write in English without 
AI assistance. One student stated: 

"I cannot write without Grammarly. If I try to write by myself, the result is messy" (Interview, 
Student 1) 

 This statement reflects a psychological difficulty rather than a mere preference 
for convenience. Another student expressed a similar sentiment even more directly: 

"I cannot write without AI. If I try to write by myself, the result is bad. I become lazy" (Interview, 
Student 3) 

A third student admitted: 
"I cannot write without AI. I know I cannot. So, I always use AI" (Interview, Student 4) 

 The repetition of the word "cannot" across all participants indicates that students 
perceive themselves as incapable of independent writing. Beyond stating dependency, 
students also expressed fear and panic when AI became inaccessible. One student told 
the researcher: 

"I am afraid that one day Grammarly cannot be accessed, and I will not be able to write anything" 
(Interview, Student 1) 

 Two students both used the word "panic" when describing technical errors with 
ChatGPT. One student said: 

"Sometimes ChatGPT errors [sic]. Suddenly, it cannot be accessed. I panic because I don't have a 
backup idea" (Interview, Student 2) 

 Another student echoed: 
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 "Sometimes ChatGPT errors [sic]. Suddenly, I cannot access it. I panic because I don't have a 
backup" (Interview, Student 3) 

 These emotional responses indicate that students have not developed alternative 
writing strategies and have become completely dependent on AI as their primary, and 
for some, their only, tool for writing. The most extreme manifestations of over-reliance 
came from students who admitted they had no ideas, no grammar knowledge, and no 
alternative strategies whatsoever. One student stated: 

"I have no idea. I do not know grammar. I need AI for everything" (Interview, Student 3) 

 Another student admitted: 
 "I cannot write without AI. I have no ideas. I do not know grammar. I need AI for everything" 
(Interview, Student 8) 

 What is particularly concerning is that some students expressed awareness of 
their difficulty but felt trapped. One student admitted: 

"I am embarrassed. I know I am too dependent on AI. But I don't know how to get out" (Interview, 
Student 1) 

Another expressed a similar feeling: 
"I know I am wrong, but I don't know how to stop. I need help" (Interview, Student 3) 

 This self-awareness without solution indicates that over-reliance is not simply a 
matter of laziness but a genuine psychological difficulty. 
Inability to evaluate AI suggestions 

The second theme captures students' passive acceptance of AI output without 
critical evaluation. This difficulty stems from a lack of foundational knowledge in 
grammar and writing conventions. Students treated AI as an infallible authority because 
they had no alternative standard against which to judge AI output. 

Five students demonstrated this inability to evaluate AI suggestions. One 
student explained: 

"I don't know which one is correct. I just follow all the suggestions. I don't dare to refuse. I think 
AI knows better" (Interview, Student 1) 

 This excerpt reveals two important findings. First, students have surrendered 
critical judgment to the tool. Second, the phrase "I don't dare" indicates fear of making 
independent decisions. Another student expressed similar passive acceptance: 

"I just follow along. I don't dare to change anything. I am afraid that if I change it, it will become 
wrong. I trust AI" (Interview, Student 3)  

A student who used Quillbot for paraphrasing admitted: 
"I don't know if it is correct. I just use it. I trust Quillbot" (Interview, Student 5)  

The student could not distinguish between helpful and harmful AI suggestions. 
The most extreme case came from a student who refused to engage with AI output 
altogether: 

"I never read it. I don't care what the content is" (Interview, Student 8) 

 For this student, the goal was simply to complete the assignment, and reading 
the content was perceived as unnecessary. Both patterns, blind acceptance and outright 
refusal, ultimately result in the same outcome: students submit work without critically 
evaluating AI output. 
Ineffective Use of AI for Grammar Correction 

The third theme reveals a critical insight about AI as a learning tool versus AI as 
a substitute for learning. Although this pattern emerged from only two students, it is 
conceptually significant because it demonstrates that access to AI grammar checkers 
does not automatically help students overcome their writing difficulties. The limited 
representation of this theme relative to others is acknowledged as a limitation, and the 
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findings related to this theme should be interpreted with caution. Nevertheless, the 
theme is retained because it provides important conceptual insight. 

 One student admitted that she never reads the corrections provided by 
Grammarly because there are too many of them. She stated: 

"I never read them one by one because there are too many corrections. What matters is that AI 
has already fixed them" (Interview, Student 1) 

 This statement reveals a paradox: the more corrections AI provides, the less 
likely students are to read them. Instead of helping students learn, Grammarly becomes 
a substitute for learning. The phrase "what matters is that AI has already fixed them" 
shows that the student's goal is error elimination, not error understanding. Another 
student expressed a different but related difficulty. He knew there were errors in his 
Google Translate output, but did not know how to correct them. He stated: 

"I know there is an error like 'Yesterday Sunday', but I don't know how to fix it" (Interview, 
Student 6) 

 This student had sufficient awareness to detect an error but lacked the 
grammatical knowledge to produce the correct form ("Last Sunday"). His use of Google 
Translate did not help him learn; it only produced a text that he knew was flawed but 
could not improve. This finding demonstrates that AI tools are not automatically 
effective without foundational student knowledge. 
Limited Understanding of AI Capabilities 

The fourth theme captures students' lack of strategic knowledge about how AI 
works, what it can and cannot do, and how to adapt AI-generated content to their 
specific context. This manifested in three distinct ways. First, students lacked genre 
knowledge. One twelfth-grade student only realized after her teacher's feedback that a 
narrative text must have a conflict or complication. She admitted: 

"I thought the story about climbing the mountain was already interesting, but the teacher said 
there was no conflict. I just found out that a narrative text must have a conflict" (Interview, 
Student 4) 

 This confession is striking for a twelfth-grade student and suggests that using 
AI may allow students to bypass learning about genre requirements entirely. Second, 
students failed to adapt AI content to the local context. One student's story was set in "a 
land far, far away" with a character named "Oliver," completely disconnected from 
Indonesia. She told the researcher:  

"The teacher said the setting was not relevant. The story is about a forest in a faraway land, even 
though we are in Indonesia. I just realized" (Interview, Student 8) 

 The phrase "I just realized" indicates that, without teacher feedback, this student 
would not have recognized this problem. Third, students used vocabulary they did not 
understand. One student admitted: 

"There are words whose meanings I don't know. But I just use them. I don't dare ask the teacher" 
(Interview, Student 3) 

 Another expressed a similar pattern: 
"Quillbot gives words whose meanings I don't know. I'm too lazy to check. I just use them" 
(Interview, Student 5) 

These excerpts are particularly troubling because they mean students are 
submitting work that contains language they cannot explain or defend. When a student 
cannot explain the words in their own text, that text cannot be considered the student's 
own work. 
Technical and Access Barriers 

The fifth theme captures practical difficulties, including unstable internet 
connections, AI platform errors, free version limitations, and inconsistent AI processing. 
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Before analyzing the data, the researcher assumed technical barriers would be the 
dominant difficulty. However, the analysis reveals that psychological difficulties were 
actually more prominent. Nevertheless, this theme is retained because, for highly 
dependent students, technical barriers triggered genuine panic. Several students 
reported slow or unstable internet connections. One student described: 

"The internet is often slow. I use Grammarly online, so if the internet is slow, the corrections 
come out late. Sometimes the website also has errors" (Interview, Student 1) 

Another student who used Google Translate on his phone reported similar 
problems: 

"Sometimes the internet is slow. The translation takes a long time. I use Google Translate on my 
phone, and sometimes the application errors" (Interview, Student 6) 

Students who used ChatGPT reported that platform errors caused panic. One 
student stated: 

"Sometimes ChatGPT errors [sic]. Suddenly, it cannot be accessed. I panic because I don't have 
a backup idea" (Interview, Student 2) 

Another echoed: 
"Sometimes ChatGPT errors [sic]. Suddenly, I cannot access it. I panic because I don't have a 

backup" (Interview, Student 3) 

 The word "panic" is crucial here. When AI tools become unavailable, students 
who have become dependent on them panic because they have no alternative writing 
strategies. Other technical barriers included free version limitations and inconsistent 
processing. One student noted: 

"I use the free version, so there is a word limit. I have to cut the text into pieces" (Interview, 
Student 5) 

Another student experienced a unique issue: 
"Sometimes ChatGPT only edits part of it. I give a long text, only the first paragraph is edited. I 

get annoyed. I have to ask for a re-edit" (Interview, Student 7) 

 This technical limitation creates fragmented writing where some parts are 
perfectly edited, and others remain raw. 
Loss of Personal Voice 

The sixth theme captures students' awareness that their writing no longer sounds 
like their own after being processed by AI. This theme emerged from seven of the eight 
students and represents one of the most pervasive and troubling difficulties. Students 
used different metaphors to describe the same phenomenon, indicating that this 
experience is significant and shared. One student described that before using AI, her 
writing used her own words, but after using AI, her writing became stiff and mechanical. 
She stated: 

"Before, my writing used my own words. Now my writing has become like robot writing. Stiff" 
(Interview, Student 1) 

Another student expressed a loss of ownership: 
"Before, my writing was simple, but it had my characteristic. Now my writing feels like someone 

else's. I don't feel like I own my own writing" (Interview, Student 2) 

The phrase "I don't feel like I own my own writing" is a significant indicator of 
how AI can undermine students' sense of authorship. A third student described the 
inconsistency created by AI editing: 

"The part edited by AI sounds different. So, my writing has two voices. I don't like it" (Interview, 
Student 7) 

 This statement reveals more than just dissatisfaction with quality; it suggests an 
alienation from the writing process itself. What the researcher found particularly 
significant is that teachers also noticed this phenomenon. One student reported: 
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"Before, my writing was simple. Now it is too good. The teacher once said that. I became aware" 
(Interview, Student 3)  

Another stated:   
"The teacher once said that my writing was too formal. She said it didn't look like high school 
student writing" (Interview, Student 4)  

This external recognition from teachers confirms that the loss of personal voice 
is not merely a subjective student perception but an observable phenomenon. However, 
not all students viewed this loss as problematic. One student openly admitted: 

"I don't think about personal voice. What matters is the assignment is finished, and I get a good 
grade" (Interview, Student 8) 

This reveals a tension between academic success and authentic self-expression. 
Difficulty Integrating AI Suggestions 

The seventh theme captures students' challenges in combining AI-generated or 
AI-edited content with their own writing to create a coherent final product. This theme 
is distinct from loss of personal voice. While loss of personal voice focuses on the 
outcome (writing feels foreign), difficulty integrating focuses on the process (the 
struggle to combine AI content with original writing). One student explained the 
sophistication gap: 

"ChatGPT's ideas are too good. The language style is also different from my style. I try to rewrite 
it in my own words, but it becomes weird" (Interview, Student 2) 

 This reveals that the gap between AI-generated content and the student's own 
writing makes integration extremely difficult. Another student described the result of 
failed integration: 

"AI's suggestions are often too good. They don't connect with the rest of my writing. So, my 
writing becomes uneven" (Interview, Student 7) 

 The student explicitly stated that she is aware of the inconsistency in her writing 
because AI suggestions do not match her original work. The most extreme case came 
from a student who did not even attempt integration. He admitted:  

"I don't integrate. I directly copy and paste. I never write anything myself. So, there is nothing to 
integrate" (Interview, Student 3) 

 This student represents the endpoint of the integration difficulty continuum: 
from struggling to integrate (S2 and S7) to abandoning integration altogether (S3). 
Illusion of Progress 

The eighth theme is perhaps the most important and concerning finding of this 
study. It reveals how AI can create an illusion of learning while masking the persistence 
of difficulties. From the interviews, students perceived that their writing had improved 
because their grades increased, but they could not explain what had actually improved. 
One student proudly stated that his score increased from sixty to eighty-five, admitting: 

"Before, my score was 60, now it is 85. I am happy. But honestly, I don't know if my writing has 
improved or if AI is just good" (Interview, Student 3) 

 This excerpt reveals a crucial moment of doubt. This student is aware that his 
grade improvement might not reflect his actual progress, but he cannot distinguish 
between his own growth and AI's assistance. Another student believed that her writing 
had improved because her teacher never comments on her writing anymore, stating 
simply: 

 "I think my writing has improved" (Interview, Student 1) 

When asked what specifically had improved, she could not provide any 
explanation. A third student thought her story about climbing a mountain was already 
interesting, stating: 

"I thought the story about climbing the mountain was already interesting. The teacher gave me a 
score of 85. I am happy" (Interview, Student 4) 
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However, when asked about the elements of a good story, she could not identify 
what made her story interesting. A fourth student believed that Quillbot made her 
writing better but could not explain why results were sometimes problematic, stating: 

"I think the result is better. But honestly, sometimes the result is weird. I don't know why" 
(Interview, Student 5) 

The phrase "I don't know why" reveals a complete absence of critical evaluation 
skills. Collectively, these excerpts reveal that students base their perception of progress 
on grades alone, not on any genuine understanding of what has improved. They see 
higher grades and assume they are making progress, when in fact they cannot explain 
what has changed. 

The 'illusion of progress' finding presented above is derived from a comparison 
between students' self-reported perceptions (from interview data) and their actual 
writing quality (from document analysis using Brown's 2018 framework). The 
divergence between these two data sources, as presented in the convergence-divergence 
analysis in Section 3, indicates that students perceived improvement that was not 
consistently evidenced in their written texts. The researcher acknowledges that this 
finding is based on perceptual data triangulated with written products; independent 
teacher assessments were not included in this study. Therefore, the 'illusion of progress' 
should be understood as a divergence between student perception and textual evidence, 
rather than an objectively measured claim about learning outcomes. Nevertheless, this 
divergence is methodologically significant because it reveals that grades and student 
confidence can increase while foundational writing skills remain unchanged, a 
phenomenon that warrants further investigation. 

Based on the interpretive analysis across these eight themes, the researcher 
argues that while students actively use AI tools for writing, they encounter significant 
and interconnected difficulties that prevent them from integrating AI effectively into 
their writing development process. The most concerning finding is theme 8, which is the 
Illusion of Progress, where students believe higher grades mean improved ability, but 
textual evidence shows persistent errors, AI-generated perfection without student 
learning, missing narrative elements, or degraded quality from paraphrasing tools. 

 

Discussion  
This study aimed to identify the specific difficulties that Indonesian high school 

students encounter when using AI tools for English writing. The findings revealed eight 
categories of difficulties that are interconnected and self-reinforcing. The most pervasive 
difficulty was over-reliance on AI, reported by all eight participants. This finding aligns 
with previous research by Nguyen and Dang (2023) and Kim et al. (2025), who identified 
over-reliance as a primary difficulty. However, this study extends previous findings by 
documenting the emotional dimension of dependency. Students expressed fear, panic, 
and helplessness when AI became inaccessible, indicating that over-reliance is a genuine 
psychological difficulty requiring structured intervention (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006; 
Vygotsky, 1978). 

The cycle of dependency documented in this study is self-reinforcing (Misbah et 
al., 2025). Students use AI because they lack confidence, and their lack of confidence 
deepens because they never practice writing independently. One student captured this 
cycle when he admitted that using AI made him lazy. This laziness is not mere idleness 
but a learned helplessness where students no longer see value in attempting independent 
writing because AI can produce results instantly (Graham & Perin, 2013; Graham & 
Hebert, 2013). 
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The second major difficulty was the inability to evaluate AI suggestions, reported 
by five students. These students blindly accepted all AI output without question, not 
because they were lazy, but because they lacked the foundational knowledge in grammar 
and writing conventions to make judgments (Lee et al., 2024; Huang & Lin, 2021). This 
finding supports the work of Pawestri and Pratolo (2024) and Jen and Salam (2024), who 
found that students struggle with interpreting AI feedback. However, this study reveals 
a more fundamental difficulty: students lack the foundational knowledge necessary to 
make any judgment. They treat AI as an infallible authority because they have no 
alternative standard against which to evaluate AI output (Malik et al., 2023; Krajka & 
Olszak, 2024). 

The third major difficulty was the loss of personal voice, reported by seven 
students. This finding confirms concerns raised by Suryani and Fithriani (2024) and 
Surani and Rosyada (2026) about the potential homogenization of writing style. Students 
in this study described their writing as becoming "stiff," "mechanical," and feeling like 
"someone else's." Teachers also noticed this phenomenon, with one student reporting that 
her teacher said her writing "didn't look like high school student writing" (S4). When a 
student feels that their writing no longer belongs to them, this represents a significant 
difficulty in maintaining authentic self-expression (Utami & Winarni, 2023; Wang, 2025). 
The fourth major difficulty, and perhaps the most concerning finding of this study, is the 
illusion of progress. Six students perceived that their writing had improved because their 
grades increased, but they could not explain what had actually improved. One student's 
doubt captured this phenomenon perfectly: "I don't know if my writing has improved or 
if AI is just good" (S3). This finding has not been extensively documented in previous 
literature (Zhao, 2024; Uzun et al., 2026). It reveals that grades alone cannot indicate 
whether students have overcome their difficulties or remain dependent on AI. Students 
may receive higher scores while their underlying difficulties persist (Creswell & Poth, 
2018; Cohen et al., 2023). 

From a sociocultural perspective (Vygotsky, 1978; Lantolf & Thorne, 2006), AI 
tools in this study failed to help students overcome their difficulties because students 
were not actively engaged in the learning process. The Zone of Proximal Development 
(ZPD) is designed to be a temporary space where assistance is gradually withdrawn as 
competence increases (Vygotsky, 1978). In contrast, the students in this study became 
permanently dependent on AI. Their difficulties persisted because the scaffold (AI) 
became a permanent crutch rather than a temporary support (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). 

The findings of this study carry significant practical implications (Surani & 
Rosyada, 2026; Utami & Winarni, 2023). First, teachers need explicit instruction on 
foundational writing skills (grammar, text structure, vocabulary) before introducing AI 
tools (Graham & Perin, 2013; Graham & Hebert, 2013). Students cannot evaluate AI 
suggestions if they lack basic knowledge (Brown, 2018; Hyland, 2022). Second, this study 
suggests that teachers must teach critical AI literacy to help students evaluate AI 
suggestions and maintain personal voice (Lee et al., 2024; Pawestri & Pratolo, 2024). 
Third, teachers should help students develop realistic self-assessment skills so they do 
not mistake AI-generated output for their own progress (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Creswell 
& Creswell, 2023). 

 
Conclusion  

This study examined the difficulties Indonesian high school students encounter 
when using AI writing tools. The findings revealed eight categories of difficulties: over-
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reliance on AI, inability to evaluate AI suggestions, ineffective use of AI for grammar 
correction, limited understanding of AI capabilities, technical and access barriers, loss of 
personal voice, difficulty integrating AI suggestions, and the illusion of progress. The 
most pervasive difficulty was over-reliance, reported by all participants, with students 
expressing fear and panic when AI was inaccessible. The most concerning finding was 
the illusion of progress, where students perceived improvement based on higher grades 
while their dependency on AI deepened. 

Beyond merely listing these difficulties, this study makes a broader argument: 
without structured pedagogical intervention, AI tools may function as a crutch that 
perpetuates student difficulties rather than as a scaffold that helps students overcome 
them. The distinction between a crutch and a scaffold is critical. A crutch is a permanent 
support that compensates for a weakness but does nothing to strengthen it. A scaffold is 
a temporary structure that is gradually removed as the learner develops independent 
competence. This study's findings suggest that, in the absence of teacher guidance and 
critical AI literacy instruction, students will inevitably use AI as a crutch, not as a 
scaffold. Therefore, the integration of AI into writing instruction must be accompanied 
by systematic pedagogical strategies designed to foster independence, not dependency. 

The significance of this research lies in its empirical contribution to 
understanding student difficulties in AI-assisted writing from the students' own 
perspectives. Theoretically, this study demonstrates that without structured pedagogical 
intervention, AI tools may function as a crutch that perpetuates difficulties rather than a 
scaffold that helps students overcome them (Vygotsky, 1978; Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). 
Practically, this study provides evidence-based recommendations for teachers and 
schools on how to address student difficulties in AI-assisted writing (Surani & Rosyada, 
2026; Utami & Winarni, 2023). 

This study has several limitations (Creswell & Creswell, 2023). First, it involved 
only eight participants from a single school, which may limit the transferability of the 
findings. Second, this study focused only on students' perspectives and did not include 
teacher perspectives. Third, this study did not examine the long-term effects of AI 
dependency. Future research should include participants from multiple schools and 
regions, incorporate teacher perspectives, and conduct longitudinal studies to examine 
whether these difficulties persist or diminish over time (Wang, 2025; Zhao, 2024). Future 
research should also develop and test pedagogical interventions to address the 
difficulties identified in this study (Surani & Rosyada, 2026; Uzun et al., 2026). 
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