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Abstract: This study examines how the planned integration of ChatGPT influences English language development, student
autonomy, and the overall learning experience in a university English as a Foreign Language (EFL) Intermediate English Il
course in El Salvador. The aim is to analyze both quantifiable changes in language proficiency and students' interactions with
artificial intelligence as a learning support tool, particularly in relation to self-regulation and independent learning processes.
Furthermore, the study sought to understand how students perceive the usefulness and limitations of Al in academic
contexts. A convergent mixed-methods case study design was implemented with twenty-three undergraduate students
enrolled in an Intermediate English Il course. Quantitative data were collected through TOEFL ITP simulation tests
administered before and after the intervention to assess changes in language proficiency. Qualitative data were collected
through a focus group of four participants, where students shared their perceptions, attitudes, and experiences interacting
with ChatGPT during the learning process. Both datasets were analyzed separately and then integrated to provide a
comprehensive interpretation of the findings. The quantitative results reveal a positive, though not statistically significant,
trend in TOEFL ITP scores after the intervention. While quantifiable improvements in test performance were limited, the
qualitative findings offer a clearer understanding of the learning process. Students reported using ChatGPT as an accessible
and ongoing learning partner to practice language skills, clarify doubts, generate examples, and receive immediate feedback.
This consistent interaction contributed to increased confidence, greater autonomy, and the development of self-regulated
learning strategies. However, participants also expressed concerns about potential over-reliance on Al and occasional
inaccuracies in the generated responses, underscoring the importance of maintaining critical awareness. This standalone
study highlights the pedagogical potential of Al tools when intentionally integrated into language teaching and underscores
the need to foster critical Al literacy so that such technologies enhance, rather than hinder, meaningful learning.
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1. Introduction

There are many debates on the rapid development of generative artificial intelligence (Al) and the digital
transformation of higher education. Dempere et al. (2023) identify key benefits of ChatGPT in higher education,
such as research assistance, automated grading, and improved human computer interaction, as well as concerns
regarding academic integrity, online testing security, job displacement, digital literacy inequalities, and Al
induced anxiety.

The integration of Al tools such as ChatGPT raises important theoretical considerations related to learner
autonomy. Conceptualized by Holec (1981) as the learner’s ability to take charge of decisions concerning their
learning. Autonomy has since been expanded by (Little, 1991; Benson, 2011) to include socially mediated and
technologically supported dimensions

Recent research shows the potential of generative artificial intelligence tools to support language learning
through feedback, personalized learning, practice activities, and facilitate interactive use, potentially enhancing
students' engagement and independent learning (Kasneci et al., 2023; Kohnke, Moorhouse and Zou, 2023) In
the context of English as a Foreign Language (EFL), emerging research suggests that Al may support vocabulary
development, writing practice, and grammar awareness by providing on-demand explanations and personalized
language input (Yan, 2025). However, empirical evidence regarding the impact of these tools on broader
language proficiency and learner autonomy remains limited. In addition, much of the existing research has been
conducted in Asian and European educational contexts, leaving a gap in empirical studies examining the
pedagogical integration of generative Al in Latin American universities and its relationship to measurable
language development and student learning experiences.

TOEFL reports show that El Salvador ranked 47th globally in 2025 English proficiency (Education First, 2025),
highlighting systemic challenges in English acquisition. At the institutional level, Universidad Gerardo Barrios
reported a 3.6% failure rate in intermediate and advanced English courses, suggesting that a portion of students
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continue to experience difficulties in achieving expected linguistic competencies. These factors point to the need
for innovative yet pedagogically grounded interventions.

This study investigates the linguistic and experiential dimensions of ChatGPT with the following questions:

e What changes are observed in the group's linguistic performance throughout the semester?
e How do students perceive the usefulness, limitations, and academic ethics of using ChatGPT?
e  What evidence of autonomy appears, and how is it related to the use of ChatGPT?

2. Background

The integration of Artificial Intelligence (Al) into higher education has generated growing interest in its potential
to enhance language learning outcomes. In the context of English as a Foreign Language (EFL), technological
tools are increasingly being used to support skill development, provide personalized feedback, and promote
student autonomy.

2.1 English as a Foreign Language (EFL) in Higher Education

English has become the dominant language of academic communication, scientific publishing, and professional
interaction worldwide (Arquez Mufoz, Tobdn, and Cely Betancourt, 2025). In higher education institutions,
English proficiency is increasingly positioned as a prerequisite for meeting institutional standards related to
teaching quality, research productivity, and internationalization, particularly in non-English speaking contexts
where mobility, access to academic literature, publication expectations, and accreditation processes often
operate through English (Naka and Spahija, 2022).

Learning English as a Foreign Language (EFL) presents specific challenges, particularly in contexts where
exposure to authentic language input is limited (Atrianus Toni, 2026). Within higher education, this global
dominance increases the demands placed on students’ academic writing and speaking, as EFL learners often
face not only linguistic gaps but also cognitive and strategic difficulties, as well as affective barriers such as
anxiety, factors that can limit performance even when learners understand course content (Pu and Chang, 2025;
Wijaya, 2026). Empirical evidence from TOEFL ITP contexts further demonstrates that students’ listening
difficulties are influenced by both external factors, such as speaker accent, speed of delivery, and complex
sentence structures, and internal factors, including limited vocabulary, lack of practice, concentration problems,
and test-related anxiety, all of which contribute to persistently low proficiency scores in standardized
assessments (Nuraida, 2025).

Consequently, although English proficiency is considered essential for academic success and institutional
development, many students of English as a foreign language in higher education continue to face structural,
linguistic, and affective constraints that prevent them from fully participating in academic practices.

2.2 TOEFLITP as a Standardized Measure of English Proficiency

The TOEFL ITP (Institutional Testing Program), developed by the Educational Testing Service (ETS), is a widely
used standardized assessment designed to measure English proficiency in academic contexts (ETS, 2026). The
test evaluates three core components: Listening Comprehension, Structure and Written Expression, and Reading
Comprehension. Scores range from 310 to 677 and provide a general indicator of language proficiency.

Standardized assessments such as TOEFL are designed to ensure reliability and validity (Khan, Imran, and Javed,
2025). Reliability refers to the consistency of scores, while validity refers to the degree to which the test
measures academic English proficiency. Given its recognized reliability, validity, and predictive power, the TOEFL
ITP is a standardized tool for assessing academic English proficiency and for conducting pre- and post-test
assessments in the field of educational research.

2.3 Artificial Intelligence in Education

Artificial intelligence (Al) refers to a field of computer science focused on creating systems that can perform
tasks typically associated with human intelligence, such as learning from experience, reasoning, solving
problems, perceiving information, and processing language (Allen, 2020; Long and Magerko, 2020; Stryker and
Kavlakoglu, 2025).
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Adaptive learning systems adjust the difficulty of content based on student needs, providing immediate
feedback and modifying instructional pace according to individual performance (Yang, 2025). Recent research
also indicates that, while Al helps improve personalized learning and student engagement, its use must be
carefully regulated to avoid overdependence and potential negative effects on critical thinking and academic
integrity (Vieriu and Petrea, 2025).

When thoughtfully implemented, Al technologies can enhance learner autonomy and support differentiated
instruction, while still requiring human oversight to ensure pedagogical and ethical alignment (Holmes, Bialik
and Fadel, 2019). Therefore, the use of IA tools in education should not be understood as a substitute for
teaching practices, but rather as a complementary tool to improve teaching and learning.

2.4 Artificial Intelligence in English Language Learning

Al applications in language learning are commonly applied in areas such as automated grammar and writing,
speech recognition systems that improve pronunciation, intonation, and fluency, and conversational agents that
provide simulated communicative interactions (Haciyeva, 2025). In EFL contexts, these technologies increase
exposure to the English language and offer individualized practice opportunities that are often limited in
traditional classrooms.

Artificial intelligence offers multiple benefits in foreign language learning, notably its ability to provide
immediate feedback, personalize learning, offer continuous practice opportunities, provide adaptive learning
experiences, and improve language skills such as grammar, vocabulary, and speaking (AlTwijri and Alghizzi, 2024;
Bounif, 2026). They typically provide targeted instruction, automated feedback, and interactive activities that
help students practice English more frequently and in a variety of contexts.

While Al technologies offer promising tools to support language development, their effectiveness will largely
depend on how they are incorporated into teaching practices and how educators guide them. Therefore, Al
should be considered a complementary resource for improving English language learning, rather than a
substitute for teacher-led instruction and human interaction in the classroom.

2.5 Learner Autonomy

Learner autonomy was originally conceptualized by Holec, (1981) as “the ability to take charge of one’s own
learning”, a definition that has become foundational in language education research. This concept implies that
learners are responsible for every key aspect of the learning process, such as setting goals, selecting methods
and strategies, and monitoring progress and evaluating outcomes (Little, 1991).

From this perspective, autonomy is not an innate trait, but a capacity that must be developed with pedagogical
support. Holec emphasized that the shift of responsibility from the teacher to the learner represents a
fundamental transformation in educational practices, positioning learners as active agents in their own learning
process rather than passive recipients of knowledge.

In the context of language learning, student autonomy is related to self-directed learning, metacognitive
awareness, and reflective practices. Autonomous students demonstrate the ability to make decisions about their
own learning, adapt strategies to their needs, and engage in ongoing self-assessment. Consequently, the
development of learner autonomy has been linked to greater motivation, more effective learning outcomes,
and the promotion of lifelong learning skills.

3. Methodology

The study employed a convergent mixed methods case study designed to examine the integration of ChatGPT
in a university Intermediate English Il course. The focus was on a single cohort of students enrolled at Gerardo
Barrios University in San Miguel, El Salvador.

3.1 Quantitative

The quantitative segment of this research follows a non-experimental, longitudinal, prospective design, involving
two measurements throughout the process. The study adopts a relational scope, aimed at comparing the results
obtained in the initial phase (pre-test) with those from the final stage (post-test). To achieve this, the
guantitative data analysis was structured into three phases. First, an exploratory analysis was conducted,
involving the descriptive treatment of the data and graphical representation of the variables (Hernandez-
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Sampieri and Mendoza, 2018). Second, a correlational analysis was performed to compare input and output
results, based on the assumption of a positive trend in final performance (Okoye and Hosseini, 2024). Third, a
hypothesis test was carried out using inferential statistics for related samples to determine the statistical
significance of the observed differences (Al-kassab, 2022).

3.2 Qualitative

The qualitative element of this study explored students' perceptions of the integration of ChatGPT during their
Intermediate English B2 Course. A focus group of four participants was conducted, and the data were analysed
using thematic analysis following the approach proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006). The semi-structured
interview held at the end of the semester allowed participants to reflect on their language learning experiences,
the ways in which the tool supported their autonomy, and ethical considerations related to the use of Al.

The analysis followed these six phases: (1) Familiarization with data; (2) Initial coding; (3) Searching for themes;
(4) Reviewing themes; (5) Defining themes; and (6) Producing report (Braun and Clarke, 2006).

Following this procedure, the coding process revealed several categories that were subsequently grouped into
broader themes related to students' prior familiarity with Al tools, learner autonomy, and perceived limitations
and risks of Al use. The creation of a codebook registered codes, definitions, excerpts, and themes ensures
transparency and consistency during the analytical process.

4. Data Analysis

This section presents the findings organized according to the research questions, integrating quantitative and
qualitative data. Tables and figures are included to support the interpretation of results and provide a clearer
visualization of the findings.

4.1 Changes in Students’ Linguistic Performance

RQ1: What changes are observed in the group's linguistic performance throughout the semester?

The quantitative analysis shows a general upward trend in students’ linguistic performance across all
components of the TOEFL ITP test. Mean scores increased from entry to exit levels in Listening Comprehension
(41.4 to 42.8), Structure and Written Expression (39.4 to 41.0), Reading Comprehension (40.5 to 40.7), and the
overall TOEFL ITP Level (404.0 to 415.1). These results suggest a tendency toward improvement in students’
English proficiency over the course of the semester.

Table 1: Comparative table of descriptive statistics (entry vs. exit)

Statistical Cortlps:::é:gsion Strucltil:(r:r:::i::’\mten ComR;'?e?\I:r?sion TOEFL ITP Level
Parameter
Entry Exit Entry Exit Entry Exit Entry Exit
mean 41.4 42.8 394 41.0 40.5 40.7 404.0 415.1
std 7.4 6.7 6.0 5.9 5.9 5.3 54.7 53.2
min 31.0 33.0 32.0 33.0 32.0 33.0 333.0 340.0
25% 35.5 38.0 35.0 37.0 35.5 36.5 367.0 378.3
50% 40.0 42.8 38.0 41.0 39.0 40.7 397.0 415.1
75% 45.0 46.5 41.5 42.5 45.0 44.5 423.5 428.3
max 62.0 65.0 57.0 61.0 56.0 55.0 583.0 603.3

Note: There is a general upward trend in the mean scores across all components from the Entry Level to the
Exit Level. This suggests a positive impact of the intervention or the period between the two assessments.

To further examine the distribution of scores, Figure 2 compares entry and exit levels. The findings suggest that
although mean scores increased, the variability in performance also changed. This indicates that not all students
improved at the same rate, and the distribution of scores at the exit level differs slightly from that at entry.
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Figure 1: Box plot comparison of entry vs. exit TOEFL ITP scores

Note: For several components, the boxplots suggest that while mean scores increased, the spread (interquartile
range) of the Exit scores might have slightly shifted or changed compared to the Entry scores. This means that
not all students improved at the same rate, and the distribution of skills at the exit might be different than at
entry.

In addition, the correlational analysis depicted in Figure 3 reveals a strong positive relationship between entry
and exit scores (r = 0.7635), indicating that students’ initial proficiency levels are closely associated with their
final performance. This suggests that, although improvement is observed, student progress remains consistent
with their initial level.

Correlation between TOEFL ITP Entry and Exit Levels

600
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TOEFL ITP Exit Level Score
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Figure 2: Scatter plot and linear correlation of TOEFL ITP entry vs. exit results

Note: The scatter plot with the trend line shows a positive trend. The points are clustered relatively close to
the regression line, which exhibits an upward slope. This visually demonstrates that as the entry score (X-axis)
increases, the exit score (Y-axis) also tends to increase.
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To evaluate whether these observed differences were statistically significant, a one-tailed t-test was conducted,
given that the study focuses on improvement. The null hypothesis (Ho) established that p_exit < pu_entry, while
the alternative hypothesis (H;) proposed that p_exit > pu_entry. A significance level of a = 0.05 was applied. The
results of the hypothesis test are presented in Table 2.

Table 2: Statistical significance results of the intervention

Parameter Value Observation

T-statistic 1.6652 | This value represents the magnitude of the difference between the sample means relative to
the variation within the samples. A positive value suggests that the Exit Level mean is higher
than the Entry Level mean.

P-value (one- 0.0531 | This is the probability of observing a T-statistic as extreme as, or more extreme than, the
sided) one calculated, assuming the null hypothesis (u_Exit < p_Entry) is true. It indicates the
strength of evidence against the null hypothesis.

Significance 0.05 | This is the threshold for statistical significance. We compare the p-value against this level to
Level (a) make a decision about the null hypothesis. An alpha of 0.05 means we are willing to accept
a 5% chance of rejecting a true null hypothesis (Type | error).

Decision Fail to Since the one-sided p-value (0.0531) is greater than the significance level (0.05), we do not
Reject Hy have enough statistical evidence to reject the null hypothesis. “The intervention with IA had
no positive effect on the scores”.

Note: The test results indicate that there is no statistically significant evidence at the 0.05 level to suggest that
the mean TOEFL ITP score at the Exit Level is higher than at the Entry Level. The observed difference in means
could be due to random chance. This does not necessarily mean there was no improvement, but that any
improvement was not large enough to be statistically distinguishable from chance at our chosen alpha level.

Although descriptive and correlational analyses show a general and consistent improvement in student
performance, hypothesis testing indicates that this improvement is not statistically significant at the 95%
confidence level and could therefore be attributed to chance. Consequently, despite the positive trend, further
qualitative analysis is needed to better understand the impact of the intervention.

4.2 Students’ Perceptions of ChatGPT Use
RQ2: How do students perceive the usefulness, limitations, and academic ethics of using ChatGPT?

The thematic analysis of the focus group identified four main themes related to students’ experiences with the
integration of ChatGPT: prior familiarity with Al, perceived support for language learning, learning practices with
Al, and learner autonomy, as well as perceived limitations and risks.

4.2.1 Prior Familiarity with Al

Participants reported varying levels of experience with ChatGPT before the course. Some had already been
introduced to the tool in previous academic contexts. For instance, one participant noted, “In high school they
taught us how to use it to improve our English” (Noah). Others indicated that their first exposure occurred
through peer interaction at university, as reflected in the statement, “Amelia showed me how to use it” (Emmal).
These comments show that students entered the course with varying degrees of familiarity with Al tools.

4.2.2  Perceived Support for Language Learning

The use of ChatGPT as a support tool for language learning emerged as a central theme. Participants reported
using the tool for grammar explanations, vocabulary development, and practice exercises. For example, one
student explained that “If | ask it to explain grammar in detail, it becomes easier to understand” (Emma).
Similarly, another participant described using the tool to analyze vocabulary in context: “/ can give it ten words
and ask for the definition, what type of word it is, and how to use it in a sentence” (Amelia). Additionally, students
reported using ChatGPT to generate practice materials, as illustrated by the comment, “/ ask it to create exercises
for me to practice” (Olivia and Noah). The results show that ChatGPT was perceived as an important
supplementary resource for language learning.
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4.2.3  Learning Practices with Al

Participants described incorporating ChatGPT into their study practices, particularly as a tool for clarification and
idea generation. One participant stated, “/t helps me clarify the topic more” (Olivia), while another emphasized
efficiency, noting that “It saved time from looking things up in the dictionary” (Amelia). Students also viewed
ChatGPT as a starting point for generating ideas, as reflected in the statement, “It is not bad to look for ideas in
Al” (Olivia). These responses highlight ChatGPT’s role as a supplementary reference tool integrated into
traditional learning practices.

4.2.4 Perceived Limitations and Risks

Despite its benefits, participants also identified important limitations. Some students noted that the information
generated by ChatGPT is not always reliable, as reflected in the statement, “Sometimes the answer is not correct”
(Noah). This led to an awareness of the need for verification, with one participant emphasizing that “You have
to check if the information is correct” (Noah). Additionally, concerns about overreliance on Al were expressed.
One participant stated, “If ChatGPT does everything, you do not produce the language” (Amelia). The students'
reflections highlight their critical awareness of both the benefits and the risks associated with the use of Al.

4.3 Evidence of Learner Autonomy
RQ3: What evidence of autonomy appears, and how is it related to the use of ChatGPT?

The analysis also revealed evidence of learner autonomy in students’ use of ChatGPT. Participants described
using the tool to support independent learning, particularly when they encountered difficulties or needed
additional resources.

Some students reported using ChatGPT to clarify concepts they did not understand. For example, one participant
explained, “I use it to understand topics | do not understand” (Noah). Others described using the tool to identify
further learning materials, as reflected in the statement, “It gives me websites or books to learn” (Olivia). In
addition, students demonstrated selective and strategic use of ChatGPT. One participant noted, “/ only use it
when | do not understand something” (Emma), suggesting a conscious decision to rely on the tool only when
necessary. The responses provided suggest that ChatGPT can promote learner autonomy by enabling
independent problem-solving, access to resources, and self-directed learning strategies.

5. Discussion

The findings of this study provide a nuanced perspective on the role played by artificial intelligence—specifically
ChatGPT in supporting the learning of English as a foreign language (EFL) in higher education.

From a quantitative perspective, the results indicate a consistent upward trend in students’ TOEFL ITP scores
across all components. Although these improvements did not reach statistical significance, they suggest a
positive tendency in language development. This finding can be interpreted in light of previous research
highlighting the potential of artificial intelligence tools to enhance language learning through personalized
feedback, increased practice opportunities, and adaptive learning environments (AlTwijri and Alghizzi, 2024;
Bounif, 2026). However, the lack of statistical significance underscores the complexity of measuring the impact
of Al-based interventions, suggesting that factors such as the duration of exposure, intensity of use, and learners’
initial proficiency levels may mediate these outcomes.

The qualitative findings provide additional insights that help contextualize these results. Students perceive
ChatGPT as a valuable tool for improving grammar, vocabulary, and idea generation, which is consistent with
prior studies on Al in education (Yang, 2025; Haciyeva, 2025). However, these findings are interpreted within
the framework of the present study and do not reproduce the authors’ original wording. At the same time,
participants demonstrated a critical awareness of the tool’s limitations, particularly regarding the reliability of
generated content. This perspective aligns with concerns raised in the literature about the risks of
misinformation and the need for guided use of Al technologies in educational contexts (Vieriu and Petrea, 2025).

Importantly, the findings also suggest that ChatGPT may contribute to the development of learner autonomy.
Students reported engaging in self-directed practices such as clarifying doubts, seeking additional resources, and
using the tool selectively according to their needs. These behaviors reflect key dimensions of learner autonomy
as conceptualized by Holec (1981) and Little (1991), particularly in terms of learners’ ability to take responsibility
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for their learning and regulate their strategies. In this sense, ChatGPT appears to function as a mediating tool
that supports autonomous learning practices rather than replacing instructional processes.

The results of this study indicate that ChatGPT’s educational value lies not only in its capacity to support language
development but also in its potential to foster reflective and self-regulated learning. However, consistent with
previous research (Holmes, Bialik, & Fadel, 2019), these benefits depend on its integration into structured
learning environments and the presence of pedagogical guidance to ensure its ethical and effective use.

6. Conclusion and Future Work

This study explored the use of ChatGPT as an Al-assisted tool to support English as a Foreign Language (EFL)
learning in higher education. Beyond the specific results obtained, the findings contribute to the ongoing
discussion on the pedagogical role of generative Al in language education, particularly in contexts where
empirical evidence remains limited. The study highlights the relevance of integrating Al tools within structured
instructional frameworks, where their use can be aligned with learning objectives and guided by pedagogical
criteria.

In this sense, the contribution of ChatGPT should be understood not merely in terms of performance outcomes,
but as part of a broader shift toward more flexible, student-centered learning environments. Its use reflects
emerging patterns of interaction between learners and technology, where access to immediate support,
personalized input, and self-directed exploration plays an increasingly important role in the learning process.

This study has some limitations, including the short duration of the intervention and the specific context of the
sample, which may limit the generalizability of the findings. Future research should focus on examining the long-
term integration of Al tools in language learning, as well as the conditions under which they can be most
effectively incorporated into formal educational settings. In particular, further studies are needed to better
understand how pedagogical design, teacher mediation, and contextual factors shape the impact of Al on both
language development and learner autonomy.
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