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This study explores how university students perceive and use ChatGPT as a tool to enhance
their English academic writing skills under instructor guidance. Forty first-year Japanese
students enrolled in an academic writing course at two private universities in Tokyo partici-
pated in the study. Over six weeks of structured training sessions that incorporated the use of
ChatGPT, students engaged with the tool as a feedback partner to revise their writing drafts.
A post-study questionnaire was administered to examine students’ perceptions of ChatGPT’s
effectiveness and their overall reflections. The results indicated substantial improvementin
scores across all four evaluation criteria (content, communicative achievement, organization,
and language) in the second drafts after using ChatGPT. However, students also expressed
some hesitation about integrating ChatGPT into their writing process and identified several
challenges (for example, providing effective prompts to ChatGPT). The findings contribute to
ongoing discussions on incorporating generative artificial intelligence (Al) into writing instruc-
tion, highlighting both the pedagogical potential and limitations of ChatGPT as a supportive
peer tool in tertiary education.
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Introduction and literature review

Artificial intelligence (AI) undoubtedly has revolutionized the field of education
and become an indispensable tool for both educators and students. For teachers,
by being able to capitalize on AI tools, not only can they enhance their practice,
they can also benefit their students’ learning journey. According to Kohnke et al. 1


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4788-7326
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0108-080X

(2023), the competencies to appropriately utilize those Al-tools that are based on
Large Language Models (LLMs) may soon become necessary for language teachers
to improve their teaching practice and enhance their career development. Current
studies have investigated the efficacy of Al in face-to-face, blended, and online
instruction (Kexin et al., 2020). Chaudhry and Kazim (2021) also argue that Al tools
can also help teachers devise effective methodologies using learning data from stu-
dents, resulting in effective assessment and feedback. While it goes without saying
that the tool provides teachers with useful affordances for their teaching practice,
a question that is worth contemplating is their effectiveness in assisting students’
learning.

For students, studies have shown that thanks to their affordances, Al-tools,
adapted appropriately in education, have the potential to enhance their compe-
tency. In particular, ChatGPT (short for Chat Generative Pre-trained Transformer)
has been said to provide students with opportunities to learn and improve their
skills. According to Barrot (2023), the tools appear to be capable of evaluating differ-
ent aspects such as coherence, cohesion, language style, grammar, syntax, etc. The
author also provides that ChatGPT’s capacity does not seem to be limited to simple
tasks, but learners may also utilize it for more difficult and complex assignments.
Another aspect that ChatGPT has been proven helpful was outline generation. It has
been shown that the tool can devise an outline into any formats required, such as a
sentence, topic, or a paragraph, which would be essential for writing as structuring
one’s thoughts into a comprehensive and coherent essay is a challenge shared among
students (Barrot, 2018; De Smet et al., 2012). However, scholars have also pointed out
the cautions to be considered when students use the tool. Reliability seems to be the
initial issue as its developers acknowledged the inaccuracy and unintelligibility in
the tool’s response. With regard to writing education, ChatGPT has also shown its
limits in analyzing plagiarized texts and tailoring the writing to specific readership.
Finally, relying solely on using the tool for writing, students may be subject to learn-
ing loss and difficulty in developing critical thinking skills, especially when they are
not trained in advance. Arguably, much attention has been given to how to prevent
students from relying on the tool while students’ perception toward it has not been
fully investigated.

It could be argued that while ChatGPT has become more and more popular
among university students, research into how to incorporate the tool effectively to
assist both students and practitioners is still necessary. Also, students’ perception
toward the tool is still rare in the literature. As such, this study sets out to fill the
gaps, providing useful insights to both scholars and educators who are interested in
incorporating ChatGPT into their teaching practice at the tertiary level in particular.
The study proposes two research questions as follows:

1. With the instructor’s training, to what extent is ChatGPT helpful in assisting
students’ English academic writing skills at the tertiary level in Japan?

2. With the instructor’s training, what is the university students’ perception of

ChatGPT’s effectiveness as a peer feedback tool after they use the tool for peer
feedback?
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Methodology

Participants

There were 40 participants and they were first-year Japanese students who enrolled
in an academic writing course of an English program at two private universities in
Tokyo, Japan. The Cambridge proficiency test (Writing section) at the beginning of
the semester indicated their proficiency levels ranged from A2 to B1 based on the
Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) framework.

Syllabus design

The 14-week syllabus required students to complete three writing assignments, one
every three weeks. In the first week of each cycle, students learned key writing skills
(e.g., topic sentences, unity, coherence), practiced in class, and received guidance on
appropriate ChatGPT use (the free version). They then submitted a first draft using
ChatGPT. In the second week, students participated in peer review and used ChatGPT
again to revise their drafts. Afterward, the lecturer provided individual feedback
for the final revision, which students completed without ChatGPT. The first assign-
ment was a paragraph, while the second and third were short essays. Rather than
emphasizing essay types (e.g., argumentative or compare-and-contrast), the syllabus
focused on developing core academic writing skills. Since this study was part of a
bigger project examining ChatGPT and teaching practices, only data during the first
six weeks were utilized.

Data collection

The data collected for this study includes two main sets. The first set was the grades
of the first and second draft to understand how useful ChatGPT was in assisting stu-
dents’ academic writing. The second set of data was collected using questionnaires
with both closed-ended questions and open-ended questions that let students share
their opinions and evaluate the effectiveness of ChatGPT in their writing journey
after the training. Due to the word limit, the full questionnaire was not included
in this manuscript. After examining item-total correlations, the Likert scale dem-
onstrated acceptable internal consistency (Cronbach’s a = 0.69), approaching the
threshold for reliability in exploratory educational research. Table 1 presents the
descriptive analysis of the Likert Scale of the seven items.

Table 1. Descriptive analysis of the Likert Scale items

Item 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

M 395 419 395 433 390 319 333
SD 0.74 087 080 0.80 0.77 125 1.11

Since the primary goal of this study was to learn about how students perceived
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ChatGPT and its role in helping students, grades from the final draft were not
included, because the feedback used for it was provided by the lecturer, not ChatGPT.

Data analysis

The assignments were graded using adapted rubrics from Cambridge Assessment
English, focusing on four main criteria: (1) content, (2) communicative achievement,
(3) organization, and (4) language. The rubrics were modified to suit academic writ-
ing assessment. For instance, the organization criterion for a score of 15/25 was
revised to “There are an introduction, body paragraphs, and a conclusion,” replac-
ing the original, more general description. To avoid confusion, the grading scale
was also changed from a 25-point to a 100-point maximum. Quantitative data were
analyzed using SPSS 30.0, with a paired-samples t-test used to compare the first and
second draft scores. Responses to open-ended questions were analyzed thematically
to identify key recurring themes.

Results

Figure 1. Comparison of mean scores between the first and second drafts

Participants’ second drafts showed clear improvement over their first drafts, with
the average score rising from 56.25 to 70.7 out of 100. As illustrated in Figure 1, prog-
ress was evident across all four evaluation criteria, with the greatest improvement
in organization (M = 18.125, SD = 4.895), followed by communicative achievement
(M =18.375, SD = 3.078), language (M = 17.125, SD = 4.513), and content (M = 17.25, SD
=2.985).
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Table 2. Paired-sample t-test of writing scores before and after using ChatGPT

95% confidence

interval of the
difference Significance
One- Two-

Lower Upper t df sidedp sidedp Cohen’sd
Content -4.074 -1.926 -5.649 39 <.001 <.001 3.359
CA -4991 -2.509 -6.111 39 <.001 <.001 3.881
Organization —-6.559 -2.941 -5.312 39 <.001 <.001 5.656
Language -4.604 -1.646 -4.273 39 <.001 <.001 4.625

According to the paired-sample t-test (see Table 2), participants demonstrated sig-
nificant improvement across all four criteria (p < .001 for all).

Participants’ impression of using ChatGPT to assist writing

Based on the Likert scale items and open-ended responses, most participants found
ChatGPT’s feedback useful and effective for improving their writing and felt more
confident about their second drafts. However, despite these improvements, they
remained somewhat hesitant to use ChatGPT for future academic writing. While
ChatGPT was perceived as effective, participants were uncertain whether it actually
saved time during the writing process.

Table 3. Overall impressions of ChatGPT as a peer reviewer (open-ended question No. 2)

Theme Number Percentage (%)
Helpful, detailed, and encouraging feedback 28 56
Peer-like but limited human qualities 7 14
Overly positive and lacking criticism 3 6
Limited or inconsistent reliability 11 22
Effectiveness depends on user input 8 16

Table 2 presents the main themes regarding participants’ impressions of ChatGPT
as a writing peer reviewer. Over half of the participants (56%) found ChatGPT’s feed-
back helpful, detailed, and encouraging. However, the remaining themes reflected
more critical or negative views, with several participants noting its limited and some-
times inconsistent reliability:

Since ChatGPT usually provides correct information, it was actually hard to notice
when it gave incorrect details, which made it difficult to judge the accuracy of the
information.

Some participants noted that ChatGPT’s suggested revisions often lacked a human-
like tone and tended to be overly positive when they sought more detailed or criti-
cal feedback. They also observed that the effectiveness of ChatGPT’s responses
depended on how users formulated their input prompts:
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It was difficult to create effective prompts, so sometimes the responses didn’t
quite match what I wanted to ask.

Table 4. Helpfulness of using ChatGPT for writing (open-ended question No. 1)

Theme Number Percentage (%)
Grammar and spelling correction 23 46

Improving sentence naturalness and style 4 8

Structural and content coherence 10 20

Providing suggestions and multiple options 9 18

Limitations and evolving use 4 8

Five themes emerged from the first open-ended question on participants’ perceived
benefits of using ChatGPT (see Table 3). Nearly half of the participants (46%) high-
lighted its usefulness for grammar and spelling correction, followed by structure and
content (20%). The first three themes aligned with the evaluation criteria, whereas
providing suggestions and multiple options represented a newly emerging theme.
For example, one participant explained:

I received several suggestions and chose the one that best expressed what I
wanted to say. It was very helpful.

Some participants also held a critical view of using ChatGPT, pointing out its limita-
tions during the writing process:

At first, it wasn’t very helpful. It just said “no problem” until I pointed out unclear
parts. But as I used it more deeply, I realized it examined the meaning and gram-
mar of each word in context, which was very useful for fine-tuning.

Table 5. Challenges or difficulties of using ChatGPT

Theme Number Percentage (%)
Difficulty getting desired or accurate answers 22 44
Prompting and input challenges 7 14
Loss of ownership or authorial voice 5 10
Limited or inconsistent reliability 7 14
No major difficulties / neutral 9 18

Table 4 summarizes the main themes related to the challenges participants encoun-
tered when using ChatGPT. About 18% reported no major difficulties or expressed a
neutral attitude, while the remaining responses largely overlapped with the themes
in Table 3. The most frequently mentioned challenge was the difficulty of obtaining
desired or accurate answers.
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Discussion and conclusion

Overall, although data were only collected during six weeks since this was a pilot
study for a larger project, insights provided were helpful to both researchers and
practitioners who are interested in using the tool in their practice. For starters,
results indicated that with detailed and proper instructions, ChatGPT could be a
helpful tool assisting students outside of class hours, fostering their autonomy. In
particular, analysis of students’ grades has shown that it could be utilized to help
students structure their paragraph in a coherent manner, reducing the instructor’s
workload in giving individual feedback. At the same time, in the questionnaire, stu-
dents also acknowledged its affordances in helping them revise their writing. In
particular, ChatGPT was observed as a helpful tool in giving feedback on grammar,
sentence structure, and content of the submitted writing. Secondly, in terms of
students’ perception of ChatGPT’ peer feedback, questionnaire data indicated that
while students acknowledged the feedback generated by the tool, they realized the
tool’s limitations. For instance, while they thought the tool could give detailed and
encouraging feedback, creating a peer-like conversation for them to share, they also
suggested that the feedback was overly positive and lacked criticism. Students also
provided that the tool sometimes changed the tone, style, and suggestions of the
original version, making it difficult to preserve the author’s intent.

While the study succeeded in understanding ChatGPT’s role in assisting students’
writing and their perception of the tool, there are certain limitations to be acknowl-
edged. First, since data were collected over a short period of time, students’ compe-
tence in composing essays with the help of ChatGPT was not observed. Therefore,
after this study, the authors will start to collect data in which students’ writing is
observed in a whole semester to corroborate the current findings. Also, this study
requires an extensive amount of time from teachers at the outset as students need to
be guided on how to use ChatGPT, provided detailed instructions after each writing
draft, and afforded constant follow-ups during the feedback time. While this contrib-
uted to improving students’ competence in using ChatGPT, it could also create more
burden on the teacher’s side. For this reason, university teachers should contemplate
this syllabus carefully before incorporating it into their practice. Finally, there is a
risk of students relying on the tool solely to finish their required assignments, creat-
ing more pressure on the teacher’s side during the feedback and evaluation process.
As such, it is recommended that teachers need to be confident that they understand
their students’ writing competence before the tool is introduced.
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