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Abstract

This study investigates Libyan university EFL students’ attitudes
toward Al as a support for autonomous English learning and
identifies the main challenges affecting its effective and
responsible use. A mixed-methods approach was adopted,
combining quantitative and qualitative data from 100
undergraduate EFL students at Sabratha University and semi-
structured interviews with 10 students. Quantitative data were
analysed using descriptive statistics and Cronbach’s alpha, while
interview data were analysed thematically...

Findings revealed widespread and generally positive use of Al,
particularly conversational tools such as ChatGPT. Students
perceived Al as useful for exploring topics, managing learning,
and correcting errors. However, they viewed autonomy as
supported independence rather than independence from teachers,
recognizing Al as a learning scaffold rather than a replacement for
teacher guidance. The most significant challenge was the lack of
clear university guidance and training on Al use, alongside
concerns about accuracy, privacy, and internet connectivity.
Qualitative findings highlighted critical verification, the tension
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between productivity and dependency, and ethical and affective
concerns.

The study concludes that Al-assisted autonomy in the Libyan EFL
context requires learner agency, teacher guidance, institutional Al
literacy, clear ethical policies, reliable infrastructure, and critical
evaluation of Al-generated content.

Keywords: artificial intelligence; learner autonomy; autonomous
learning; EFL; self-directed learning; Technology Acceptance
Model.
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1. Introduction

Artificial intelligence has moved rapidly from a specialised technological field
into an increasingly visible component of educational practice. In English as
a Foreign Language (EFL) education, conversational agents, automated
writing evaluation, translation systems, adaptive applications, speech
technologies, and generative Al can provide learners with immediate
explanations, feedback, examples, language practice, and access to learning
resources. These affordances are particularly significant in EFL settings,
where classroom time may be insufficient to provide sustained individualised
practice and where learners often need opportunities to continue developing
their language outside formal instruction (Luckin et al., 2016; Crompton et al.,
2024).

The educational significance of Al, however, cannot be reduced to
technological access. Learner autonomy is fundamentally concerned with
responsibility and control over learning. Holec (1981) conceptualised
autonomy as the capacity to take charge of one’s learning, while Little (1991)
emphasised the learner’s relationship with the process and content of learning.
Benson (2011) subsequently developed autonomy as a multidimensional
capacity involving control over learning decisions, resources, and processes.
Self-directed learning offers a complementary perspective, emphasising
learners’ initiative in diagnosing needs, setting goals, identifying resources,
selecting strategies, and evaluating outcomes (Knowles, 1975). Thus, an Al-
enabled learning environment can only be considered autonomy-supportive
when learners remain responsible for decisions, evaluation, reflection, and
regulation.
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Al can potentially strengthen these capacities. A learner may ask a
conversational system to explain a difficult grammatical structure, generate
practice questions, simulate a conversation, provide alternative examples,
brainstorm ideas, or comment on a draft. Automated writing assistants can
identify language problems and provide immediate feedback, while
translation and dictionary applications can support comprehension and
vocabulary development. Recent studies report positive relationships between
Al-supported language learning and achievement, motivation, self-regulated
learning, engagement, enjoyment, and willingness to communicate (Wei,
2023; Huang et al., 2023; Zhang et al., 2024; Yuan & Liu, 2024). Systematic
evidence also identifies affordances across speaking, writing, reading,
pedagogy, and self-regulation (Crompton et al., 2024; AlTwijri & Alghizzi,
2024).

At the same time, Al-assisted learning presents a fundamental paradox. The
same technology that reduces barriers to independent learning can also make
passive dependence easier. When learners use Al to generate answers without
guestioning, checking, or reflecting on the output, the technology may weaken
rather than strengthen learner agency. Accuracy, privacy, academic integrity,
unequal access, and uncertainty about acceptable institutional use further
complicate Al adoption (Polakova & Klimova, 2024; UNESCO, 2023).
Effective Al use therefore depends not simply on frequency of use but on the
purpose, quality, and regulation of that use.

This issue is particularly important in Libya, where empirical research on Al-
supported EFL learning is emerging but remains relatively limited. Existing
Libyan studies have examined teacher beliefs about learner autonomy,
teachers’ perceptions of Al, postgraduate students’ use of Al for academic
writing, and Al-supported personalised learning among EFL undergraduates
(Algwil, 2024; Almashrgy & Alburki, 2024; Ahmed & Benkora, 2025;
Hmouma, 2026). However, fewer studies have examined undergraduate EFL
students’ broader attitudes toward Al as an assistant for autonomous learning
while simultaneously investigating the institutional and ethical conditions that
shape such use.

The present study addresses this gap by examining EFL students at Sabratha
University in western Libya. It combines quantitative evidence of Al use and
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acceptance with qualitative accounts of how students negotiate autonomy,
trust, verification, dependency, and institutional support.

1.1 Research questions

RQ1. What are Libyan EFL students’ attitudes toward the use of Al tools to
enhance autonomous English learning?

RQ2. What challenges do Libyan EFL students face when integrating Al tools
into their learning practices?

1.2 Significance of the Study

The significance of the study lies in its potential to inform the responsible
integration of Al into EFL education in Libya. By examining students’
attitudes, learning practices, and challenges, the study provides evidence that
can help university teachers understand how Al can support learner autonomy
without replacing teacher guidance or weakening students’ responsibility for
learning. The findings may also assist universities and educational
policymakers in developing appropriate Al-literacy programmes, institutional
guidelines, ethical policies, and support mechanisms for students and teachers.
More broadly, the study contributes context-specific evidence to the growing
literature on Al-assisted language learning by clarifying the conditions under
which Al can function as a learning scaffold while maintaining learner agency,
critical evaluation, and responsible educational practice.

2. Literature Review and Theoretical Framework

2.1 Learner autonomy and self-directed learning

Learner autonomy is a foundational concept in language education. Holec
(1981) defined autonomy as the ability to take charge of one’s learning,
including decisions about objectives, content, progression, methods, and
evaluation. Little (1991) stressed that autonomy does not mean isolation; it
involves responsibility, reflection, and a psychological relationship with the
learning process. Benson (2011) similarly conceptualised autonomy as control
over important aspects of learning that can be developed through appropriate
pedagogical conditions.

Self-directed learning (SDL) complements this perspective. Knowles (1975)
described SDL as a process in which learners take initiative in diagnosing
learning needs, formulating goals, identifying resources, selecting learning
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strategies, and evaluating outcomes. Research on virtual and technology-
mediated learning likewise emphasises agency, strategic resource use, and
reflection (Ramos Vera et al., 2021; Suyo-Vega et al., 2021; Tanasa et al.,
2023). Within Al-assisted learning, these perspectives imply that access to an
Al system does not automatically make a learner autonomous. Learners must
know when Al is appropriate, how to formulate effective requests, how to
interpret outputs, how to identify limitations, and when to verify or reject
generated information.

The motivational dimension is also relevant. Self-determination theory
identifies autonomy as a basic psychological need associated with intrinsic
motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Al may support this need when it gives
learners meaningful choices over topics, pace, resources, and learning
activities. However, if Al removes cognitive responsibility by doing tasks for
the learner, apparent convenience may coexist with weaker agency.

2.2 Technology Acceptance Model

The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) provides a useful framework for
interpreting students’ acceptance of Al. Davis (1989) proposed perceived
usefulness and perceived ease of use as central determinants of technology
acceptance. Later technology-acceptance models expanded the framework by
incorporating social, cognitive, affective, and contextual variables (Venkatesh
et al., 2003). Recent research indicates that TAM remains relevant to Al
adoption in educational contexts. Abdaljaleel et al. (2024) found that
usefulness, ease of use, technological attitudes, social influence, anxiety, and
perceived risk were associated with university students’ ChatGPT use, while
Korkmaz and Akbryik (2024) reported generally positive attitudes toward Al
among tertiary EFL learners. Dehghani and Mashhadi (2024) likewise
demonstrated the relevance of an extended TAM perspective to ChatGPT
acceptance in EFL teaching.

TAM alone, however, does not determine whether technology use is
pedagogically desirable. A student may find an Al system useful and easy to
use while employing it in ways that undermine learning. The present study
therefore uses TAM as an interpretive lens rather than as a predictive structural
model. Perceived usefulness, perceived ease of use, and intention to continue
were measured, while learner autonomy and self-directed learning provided
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the pedagogical framework for interpreting what students actually valued in
Al use.

2.3 Artificial intelligence in EFL learning

Al in language education encompasses a range of technologies, including
natural language processing, machine learning, conversational systems,
automated writing evaluation, speech recognition, intelligent tutoring,
translation, and generative Al (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2019; McCarthy et al.,
1955). Their functions vary from grammar and spelling feedback to
conversational practice, translation, pronunciation support, brainstorming,
paraphrasing, summarisation, and adaptive practice.

Conversational Al systems such as ChatGPT can provide explanations,
simulate dialogue, generate examples, support brainstorming, and respond
dynamically to learner questions. Automated writing assistants such as
Grammarly can identify grammatical, spelling, punctuation, and style
problems. Paraphrasing systems such as QuillBot can expose learners to
alternative formulations, while translation and dictionary systems support
comprehension and vocabulary. Al-enhanced language-learning applications
can additionally personalise practice and feedback. These functions create
opportunities for learning beyond the classroom and can reduce the time
required to obtain support.

Empirical studies support several of these affordances. Wei (2023) reported
positive effects associated with Al-mediated language instruction on English
learning achievement, L2 motivation, and self-regulated learning. Zhang et al.
(2024) found benefits for enjoyment, willingness to communicate, and
foreign-language anxiety in Al-supported speaking. Yuan and Liu (2024)
identified positive effects on engagement, enjoyment, and motivation. Fathi
and Rahimi (2024) highlighted the potential of Al-enhanced writing
mediation, while Marzuki and Rusdin (2023) examined Al writing tools from
teachers’ perspectives. Amin (2024) investigated Al text-to-speech
applications for pronunciation. Ozer and Kilic (2023) reported positive
implications of Al-powered writing assistants for writing quality and
autonomy.

Systematic reviews reinforce the potential but also the conditional nature of
these benefits. AITwijri and Alghizzi (2024) identified positive effects of Al
integration on EFL learners’ affective factors, while Crompton et al. (2024)
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identified affordances across multiple language skills alongside technological
breakdowns, limited system capabilities, fear, and language-standardisation
concerns. Dai and Liu (2024) further show that students’ perceptions of Al are
shaped by their lived experiences of language learning, while Woo et al.
(2023) highlight contradictions that can emerge when learners, teachers, and
Al systems interact within a machine-in-the-loop activity system.

2.4 Al, autonomy, and dependency

The relationship between Al and autonomy is therefore neither inherently
positive nor negative. Al can operate as a scaffold by helping learners
overcome obstacles, organise tasks, obtain immediate feedback, and explore
topics. Scaffolding is educationally valuable when it supports the learner’s
capacity to act independently rather than replacing that capacity (Reinders,
2018). A learner who first attempts a task, then uses Al to obtain feedback,
compare explanations, or identify gaps may strengthen metacognition.
Conversely, a learner who delegates the task entirely to Al and accepts the
output without evaluation may reduce cognitive engagement.

This distinction is reflected in recent research. Wang and Li (2024) examined
the relationship between Al use and university students’ willingness for
autonomous learning, while Huang et al. (2023) demonstrated the potential of
Al-enabled personalised recommendations to affect engagement, motivation,
and learning outcomes. Afzaal et al. (2023) similarly explored explainable Al-
based feedback and recommendations for supporting self-regulation. These
studies suggest that the educational value of Al depends on how learners
interact with the technology and whether the design encourages reflection and
regulation.

2.5 Al, affect, ethics, responsible use, and the Libyan context

Al-assisted learning also intersects with affective and ethical dimensions.
Students may experience greater confidence because Al provides immediate,
non-judgemental feedback, but they may also experience uncertainty about
their own competence if they become dependent on automated assistance.
Research has additionally considered motivation and anxiety (Ali et al., 2023,;
Syifauddin & Yuliansyah, 2023; Ozer & Korkmaz, 2024). Academic integrity
presents another challenge because generative and paraphrasing systems can
blur the boundary between assistance and authorship. Privacy and data
governance are similarly important, particularly when students enter personal
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or sensitive information into commercial systems. UNESCO (2023) therefore
advocates a human-centred approach to generative Al involving ethical, safe,
equitable, and meaningful use.

These affective, ethical, and responsible-use concerns become particularly
important in the Libyan EFL context, where institutional experience with Al-
supported language learning is still developing. Accordingly, examining the
emerging Libyan evidence is necessary to understand how these broader
issues are reflected in students’ actual learning practices and the forms of
support available to them. Algwil (2024) examined Libyan EFL teachers’
beliefs about learner autonomy, while Almashrgy and Alburki (2024)
explored teachers’ perceptions of Al in Libyan EFL classrooms. Ahmed and
Benkora (2025) examined Al applications used by EFL postgraduate students
at the Libyan Academy, including grammar correction, paraphrasing,
brainstorming, summarisation, academic style, and organisation. Hmouma
(2026) investigated Al-supported personalised learning among EFL
undergraduates at the University of Zawia and maintained the importance of
teachers alongside Al-supported learning. These studies provide an emerging
local foundation but leave an important gap concerning undergraduate EFL
students’ broader attitudes toward Al as an assistant for autonomous learning.
The present study responds to that gap by combining measures of adoption
and technology acceptance with students’ accounts of autonomy, verification,
dependency, ethical concerns, and institutional support.

3. Methodology

3.1 Research design

A sequential explanatory mixed-methods design was employed. The
quantitative phase was conducted first to establish broad patterns of Al use,
perceived usefulness, perceived ease of use, autonomous-learning support,
intention to continue using Al, and perceived barriers. The qualitative phase
then used semi-structured interviews to explain, contextualise, and deepen the
quantitative findings. This design is appropriate when numerical patterns
require detailed participant accounts for interpretation (Creswell, 2014,
Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; Dérnyei, 2007).
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3.2 Research context and participants

The study was conducted in the Department of English Language at Sabratha
University in western Libya. The quantitative sample consisted of 100
undergraduate EFL students selected through convenience sampling. The
sample was predominantly female (91%) and concentrated in the fourth year
(70%). Ninety-seven participants reported regular internet access. Following
the questionnaire phase, 10 participants were purposively selected for semi-
structured interviews to provide varied and information-rich accounts of Al
use. Interview participants were assigned identifiers S1-S10 to protect
confidentiality.

Characteristic Category n %
Gender Female 91 91
Gender Male

Academic year First

Academic year Second 6 6

Academic year Third 15 15

Academic year Fourth 70 70

Regular internet access Yes 97 97
Regular internet access No 3 3

3.3 Instruments and procedures

The questionnaire included demographic questions, overall Al-use frequency,
tool-specific Al use, attitudes toward Al-supported independent learning,
perceived usefulness, perceived ease of use, intention to continue autonomous
use, and perceived challenges. Five-point response formats were used. The
instrument was reviewed by three experts in Applied Linguistics and
Educational Technology, and a pilot was conducted with 15 students who
were excluded from the final sample. The interview guide explored students’
experiences of Al use, evaluation of Al-generated feedback, autonomous
learning practices, dependency, accuracy, privacy, academic honesty, and
institutional guidance.

3.4 Data analysis

Quantitative data were analysed using frequencies, percentages, means,
standard deviations, and Cronbach’s alpha. Qualitative interview data were
analysed thematically following the broad six-phase approach of Braun and
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Clarke (2006, 2021), with coding principles informed by Saldafia (2021).
Qualitative trustworthiness was considered in relation to Lincoln and Guba’s
(1985) principles, while Patton’s (2015) approach informed purposive
qualitative inquiry. Integration occurred at the interpretation stage by
comparing quantitative patterns with qualitative explanations.

Internal-consistency estimates were o = .65 for Al and independent-learning
support, o = .71 for perceived usefulness, a. = .82 for perceived ease of use, o
= .92 for intention to continue use, and o = .65 for perceived
challenges/barriers. The two a = .65 scales are treated cautiously as
exploratory/short scales rather than as evidence of highly robust measurement
reliability.

3.5 Ethical considerations

Participation was voluntary and anonymous. Participants were informed about
the purpose of the study and their right to withdraw, questionnaire responses
were non-identifying, and interviewees were anonymised as S1-S10. The
source materials report verbal consent and secure handling of research data.
The source papers do not provide a formal institutional ethics approval
number; this should be clarified with the relevant institution before journal
submission if required by the target journal.

4. Results
4.1 Overall frequency and type of Al use
Response n %
Always 29 29
Often 41 41
Sometimes 24 24
Rarely
Never

Overall Al-use frequency was M = 3.94 (SD = 0.89). Seventy percent of
students reported using Al tools often or always, and no participant selected
never. This indicates that Al was already embedded in the learning practices
of a substantial majority of respondents.
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Al tool/category M Often/Always
ChatGPT / Al chatbots 4.06 76%

Google Translate 3.15 39%
Grammarly 2.82 33%
YouTube Al subtitles/translations 2.67 29%

Al dictionaries/translators 2.41 24%
QuillBot/paraphrasing 1.76 12%

Duolingo 1.65 6%

Conversational Al was clearly dominant. ChatGPT and other Al chatbots
recorded M = 4.06, with 76% reporting often or always. Google Translate and
Grammarly occupied a middle range, while Duolingo and QuillBot were
substantially less used. The pattern suggests that respondents particularly
valued flexible, responsive tools capable of addressing immediate learning
needs rather than relying primarily on repetitive or specialised practice.

4.2 Construct-level attitudes and internal consistency

Construct Items (k) | A M SD

Al and independent-learning support 8 .65 3.38 0.57
Perceived usefulness 5 71 3.51 0.72
Perceived ease of use 5 .82 3.64 0.83
Intention to continue autonomous use 5 .92 3.54 0.94
Perceived challenges/barriers 8 .65 3.19 0.62

4.3 Al and autonomous-learning support

Item M SD

Study English without teacher help 2.90 0.96
Manage learning time/topic/pace 3.68 0.94
Explore topics of interest 3.88 1.07
Take responsibility for learning 3.25 0.84
Motivation to practise independently 3.32 0.94
Set personal English learning goals 3.54 0.97
Reflect on English progress 3.41 1.06
Cannot learn effectively without teacher even with Al 2.97 1.49

The composite mean for Al and independent-learning support was 3.38 (SD
= 0.57). The strongest autonomy-related item concerned exploration of topics
of interest (M = 3.88), followed by management of learning time, topics, and
pace (M = 3.68). Goal setting (M = 3.54) and progress reflection (M = 3.41)
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were also positive. By contrast, studying English without teacher help
produced a lower mean of 2.90. These findings indicate that students
associated Al more strongly with increased flexibility and learning control
than with complete independence from teachers.

4.4 Perceived usefulness

Item M SD
Improve ability to learn English independently 3.75 0.96
Al feedback is helpful for independent learning 3.62 1.07
Correct mistakes and learn from them 3.72 0.99
Understand English better than books/printed materials 3.44 1.13
Use English without needing a teacher 3.03 1.17
4.5 Perceived ease of use and intention to continue
Ease-of-use item M SD
Easy to use for learning English 3.85 1.08
Can use without help from others 3.65 1.20
Simple and accessible 3.88 0.91
Confident trying new Al tools 3.63 1.04
Sometimes confusing/difficult to use 2.84 1.20
Intention item M SD
Continue using Al tools 3.56 1.11
Explore more Al tools for English 3.50 111
Recommend Al tools to other students 3.56 1.18
Al will play a major future role in English learning 3.49 1.05
Excited about new Al tools in future studies 3.57 0.95
4.6 Challenges and barriers
Barrier M SD Top-two
agreement
Interrupted internet connectivity 3.48 1.01 52%
Lack of technical skills 2.52 1.28 22%
No clear university guidance/training 4.35 0.94 83%
Preference for teacher-led learning 2.59 1.08 22%
Accuracy/reliability concerns 3.67 1.14 56%
Some tools unavailable in Arabic 2.70 1.16 22%
Internet data cost 2.81 1.14 37%
Privacy concerns 341 1.34 55%
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The most prominent challenge was institutional rather than individual. Eighty-
three percent agreed or strongly agreed that the university did not provide clear
guidance or training on Al use (M = 4.35). Accuracy/reliability concerns were
also substantial (M = 3.67; 56%), followed by interrupted internet
connectivity (M = 3.48; 52%) and privacy concerns (M = 3.41; 55%). By
contrast, only 22% identified lack of technical skills as a high-level barrier.
This distinction is important: respondents generally appeared capable of
accessing and operating Al tools, but lacked a clear institutional framework
for using them pedagogically and ethically.

4.7 Qualitative findings
Theme 1: Al as a scaffold for autonomous learning

Participants consistently described Al as a support mechanism that helps them
begin tasks, overcome difficulties, organise ideas, and maintain learning
momentum. S1 described Al as useful when studying alone, while S5
explained that Al helped when they became stuck. S2 emphasised Al as a
starting and organisational resource, and S8 described using ChatGPT to
organise ideas during lesson preparation. Importantly, S7 positioned Al as
providing direction rather than something to copy directly. The qualitative
evidence therefore reinforces the quantitative finding that students valued Al
most strongly for flexibility, exploration, and learning management.

Theme 2: Critical engagement and verification

Students did not demonstrate unconditional trust in Al-generated information.
S1 reported checking potentially inaccurate information against lectures and
academic sources, while S10 treated Al responses as guidance rather than final
answers. S9 described attempting to think first and then using Al to support
or confirm understanding. These practices suggest an emerging form of digital
epistemic vigilance in which learners actively assess the credibility and
relevance of Al output.

Theme 3: Productivity versus dependency

Participants recognised that Al could reduce effort and increase productivity,
but they also identified a risk of over-reliance. S2 observed that it was easy to
rely on Al instead of trying independently. S4 reflected on frequent Al use
without sufficient awareness and expressed a desire to use it more deliberately.
S6 articulated the central boundary succinctly: “Al should support my
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learning, not control it.” This theme captures the central autonomy paradox:
Al can lower task-entry barriers while simultaneously making cognitive
delegation more attractive.

Theme 4: Ethical and affective concerns

Academic honesty and confidence emerged as additional concerns.
Participants recognised that Al could support confidence by making difficult
tasks more manageable, but also that excessive assistance could make learners
uncertain about their own abilities. Responsible Al use was therefore
understood not simply as an issue of accuracy but also as a question of learner
identity, academic responsibility, and legitimate educational practice.

4.8 Integrated mixed-methods interpretation

Quantitative pattern

Qualitative explanation

Integrated interpretation

High Al use; chatbot M
=4.06

Al is experienced as
accessible and responsive.

Adoption is strongly
connected to practical
learning support.

Usefulness M = 3.51;
ease of use M = 3.64

Students report immediate
help, explanations, and
flexible access.

TAM constructs are
reflected in favourable
acceptance.

Autonomy support M =
3.38; teacher-
independence M = 2.90

Students retain a role for
teachers and human
guidance.

Autonomy is understood as
supported responsibility
rather than isolation.

Institutional guidance M
=4.35

Students report limited
formal guidance on
responsible Al use.

Al literacy and institutional
policy are priority
interventions.

Accuracy concern M =
3.67

Students verify outputs
against lectures and
academic sources.

Critical evaluation is a
central autonomy skill.

Privacy M = 3.41;
internet barrier M = 3.48

Students experience
ethical and structural
constraints.

Al integration requires
infrastructure and
responsible-use safeguards.

5. Findings and Discussion

The findings provide strong evidence of positive attitudes toward Al-assisted
EFL learning among the Sabratha University students. Seventy percent
reported frequent Al use, 76% reported frequent chatbot use, and perceived
usefulness, ease of use, and intention to continue were all above the midpoint.
This pattern is consistent with international evidence showing generally
favourable attitudes toward Al among university and EFL learners
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(Abdaljaleel et al., 2024; Korkmaz & Akbiyik, 2024; Polakova & Klimova,
2024).

The results also fit the logic of TAM. Students perceived Al as relatively easy
to use (M = 3.64) and useful (M = 3.51), while intention to continue was
positive (M = 3.54). The strongest ease-of-use indicators were that Al tools
were simple and accessible (M = 3.88) and easy to use for English learning
(M = 3.85). However, the results complicate a simple narrative of
technological substitution. The low mean for learning without teacher help (M
= 2.90) demonstrates that positive technology acceptance did not translate into
a desire to eliminate teachers.

This distinction is consistent with contemporary understandings of learner
autonomy. Holec (1981), Little (1991), and Benson (2011) do not define
autonomy as the removal of teaching or social support. Instead, autonomy
concerns the learner’s capacity to make informed decisions, exercise
responsibility, and regulate learning. The Sabratha students therefore appear
to favour supported autonomy: they want greater control over pace, topics,
resources, and immediate assistance while retaining teachers as sources of
pedagogical judgement, validation, and contextual guidance.

One of the strongest findings was the association between Al and learning
management. Students rated the ability to explore topics of interest at M =
3.88 and the ability to manage time, topic, and pace at M = 3.68. Interview
evidence explains these scores by showing that students use Al to initiate
tasks, organise ideas, and overcome cognitive barriers. This extends the
interpretation of Al beyond correction: Al is integrated into earlier stages of
learning, including deciding where to begin, identifying possibilities, and
structuring tasks.

This pattern is compatible with self-directed learning theory (Knowles, 1975)
because the learner remains responsible for identifying needs and deciding
how to use the resource. It also resonates with research linking Al-supported
learning with self-regulation, motivation, engagement, and willingness to
learn autonomously (Wei, 2023; Wang & Li, 2024; Huang et al., 2023).

The qualitative findings reveal that students were not simply enthusiastic
adopters. They recognised that Al outputs could be inaccurate and described
checking information against lectures, textbooks, and academic sources. This
corresponds with the quantitative accuracy concern (M = 3.67) and with wider
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research identifying accuracy and responsible implementation as significant
issues (Crompton et al., 2024).

Verification should be interpreted as more than a technical precaution. It is an
autonomy practice because it requires learners to exercise judgement over
information rather than accepting a system’s output as authoritative. Effective
Al literacy therefore includes prompt formulation, source evaluation,
recognition of uncertainty, comparison with authoritative materials, privacy
awareness, and academic-integrity judgement. UNESCO’s (2023) human-
centred guidance is consistent with this emphasis on meaningful, ethical, safe,
and equitable use.

The most striking finding is the gap between high student adoption and low
institutional support. Eighty-three percent of respondents agreed or strongly
agreed that the university did not provide clear Al guidance or training,
producing the highest barrier mean in the study (M = 4.35). This result shifts
interpretation from individual-level technology adoption to the institutional
environment in which adoption occurs.

The significance of this finding becomes clearer when considered alongside
the 97% reporting regular internet access. The principal problem is therefore
not simply whether students can access Al systems. Rather, it is whether they
have an educational framework for using them effectively. Without
institutional guidance, students must develop their own norms around
acceptable Al assistance, academic integrity, citation and disclosure, privacy,
verification, and the boundary between support and substitution.

The finding also extends the emerging Libyan evidence base. Ahmed and
Benkora (2025) and Hmouma (2026) highlight the value of Al alongside the
need for guidance, ethical boundaries, and continuing teacher involvement.
The present study adds undergraduate student evidence suggesting that
institutional guidance may be the most immediate condition required for
turning widespread Al adoption into educationally valuable practice.

Institutional guidance was not the only challenge. More than half of
participants reported concerns about Al accuracy and privacy, and 52%
indicated that interrupted connectivity made consistent Al use difficult. These
findings demonstrate that Al-assisted learning remains dependent on broader
technological and governance conditions. The apparent flexibility of Al is
constrained when access is unstable, and the convenience of Al can be
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undermined when students are uncertain about data privacy or the reliability
of generated information.

Universities therefore need to avoid promoting Al adoption without
simultaneously establishing risk-management practices. Students should
know what information should not be entered into Al systems, how to verify
generated content, what Al-assisted practices are acceptable in assessed work,
and how institutional policies apply to generative Al.

The central theoretical implication of the study is that Al-assisted autonomy
is best understood as mediated autonomy. TAM helps explain why students
accept Al: they perceive it as useful and easy to use. Learner autonomy
explains what they value in that use: control over pace, topics, resources, and
learning decisions. Self-directed learning explains the importance of
competence, goal setting, strategy selection, evaluation, and regulation.

The qualitative evidence adds a further dimension: mediation. Students’
autonomy is not located solely within the individual learner. It emerges
through interactions among learner, Al system, teacher, academic sources, and
institutional expectations. Al can increase the learner’s capacity to act
independently when it functions as a scaffold, but the quality of that autonomy
depends on human judgement, teacher support, institutional guidance, and
reflective regulation. This explains how students can simultaneously report
high Al use and continued dependence on teachers without those positions
being contradictory.

7. Recommendations for Future Research

Future studies should extend the research across multiple Libyan universities
using larger and more balanced samples. Longitudinal research could examine
whether Al use strengthens learner autonomy over time or gradually increases
dependence. Experimental research could test whether targeted Al-literacy
training changes verification behaviour, self-regulation, academic
performance, and responsible-use practices. Research should also examine
teachers’ readiness, institutional policy, assessment design, and disciplinary
differences. Comparative studies of Al-supported writing, speaking, reading,
vocabulary, and pronunciation could determine whether perceived benefits
and risks vary by language skill.
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8. Conclusion

This study demonstrates that Libyan EFL students, represented by the
Sabratha University sample, have embraced Al tools as accessible and useful
resources for English learning, particularly conversational Al. Students
generally perceive Al as easy to use, useful, and worth continuing to use. They
value it especially for exploring topics, managing learning, correcting
mistakes, organising tasks, and obtaining immediate support.

However, the findings reject a simplistic interpretation of Al as a replacement
for teachers. Students’ comparatively low endorsement of learning without
teacher support, together with the interview evidence, indicates that they
understand autonomy as responsibility and flexibility within a supported
learning ecosystem. Al is most valuable when it functions as a scaffold that
extends students’ capacity to learn, rather than as a substitute for thinking,
evaluation, or teaching.

The most important challenge identified by the study is institutional rather
than simply technological. Students reported a pronounced lack of university
guidance, alongside concerns about accuracy, privacy, and connectivity. The
qualitative evidence further demonstrates that students are already negotiating
the tension between Al-enabled productivity and the risk of dependency. Their
emphasis on verification and independent thinking suggests emerging critical
Al literacy, but this responsibility should not be left entirely to individual
experimentation.

The study therefore proposes that effective Al-assisted autonomy in Libyan
EFL education requires a partnership among learner, teacher, technology, and
institution. Al should support learning rather than replace thinking; teachers
should guide rather than control; and universities should provide the policies,
infrastructure, and Al-literacy education required for responsible use. Under
these conditions, Al can become a powerful scaffold within a more flexible,
reflective, and learner-centred EFL learning ecosystem.
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