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Abstract

The rapid development of generative artificial intelligence (AI), particularly ChatGPT, has created new opportunities for English language learning. This study examines students’ acceptance and use of ChatGPT at Thai Nguyen University - Ha Giang Campus, located in a mountainous region of northern Vietnam. A survey of 874 university students was conducted using a questionnaire based on the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT), supplemented by two open-ended questions. Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, while qualitative responses were examined through content analysis. The questionnaire demonstrated high internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.973). The findings indicate moderate acceptance of ChatGPT, with students reporting its use for homework and test preparation, vocabulary and grammar lookup, translation, and other learning tasks. However, they also reported concerns about over-reliance on AI, difficulties evaluating response accuracy and writing effective prompts, and limited internet access or suitable devices. The findings highlight the need for practical guidance and training to help students use ChatGPT effectively and responsibly for English language learning.
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1. Introduction
Generative artificial intelligence (GenAI) is increasingly used in education, including English language learning. ChatGPT allows students to seek explanations, practise language skills and receive support for learning tasks (Annamalai et al., 2026; Nguyen et al., 2024). It can supplement classroom instruction and independent study (Darmiati & Umasugi, 2026). However, its usefulness depends on how students use and evaluate its responses. Inaccurate information, over-reliance on AI-generated answers and concerns about academic integrity remain important challenges (Bhullar et al., 2024).
In Vietnam, research has begun to examine students’ perceptions and acceptance of ChatGPT for English language learning (Vo & Nguyen, 2024; Pham & Mai, 2024; Vo, 2025; Le & Deocampo, 2025). However, empirical evidence from universities in mountainous northern Vietnam remains limited. Students in these settings may face different learning conditions and levels of access to digital resources, which may shape their use of ChatGPT. Understanding their experiences is therefore important for identifying how the tool is used, what challenges students encounter and what support they need.
This study investigates university students’ use and acceptance of ChatGPT for English language learning at Thai Nguyen University’s Ha Giang Campus. Guided by the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT), it examines performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence, facilitating conditions and behavioural intention. It also explores students’ challenges in using ChatGPT and the support they need to use it effectively and responsibly. Based on these objectives, the study addresses the following research questions:
RQ1. How do university students perceive the use of ChatGPT for English language learning in terms of performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence, facilitating conditions, and behavioral intention?
RQ2. What challenges and support needs do university students report regarding the effective and responsible use of ChatGPT for English language learning?
2. Literature Review and Theoretical Framework
2.1. Definition of terms
Generative artificial intelligence (GenAI) refers to a type of artificial intelligence that generates new content based on patterns learned from existing data. Unlike traditional AI systems, which mainly analyse data for classification, prediction or decision-making, GenAI produces outputs such as text, images, audio, video and computer code in response to user prompts (Banh & Strobel, 2023). It is commonly associated with deep learning and can generate varied, contextually relevant responses. In education, GenAI can support teaching and learning by providing explanations, examples, learning materials and feedback.
ChatGPT is a GenAI tool based on a large language model (LLM) that generates text in a conversational format (Milano et al., 2023). Since its public release in December 2022, it has attracted attention in education because of its ability to respond to user prompts and generate coherent text (Milano et al., 2023). In English language learning, ChatGPT can support vocabulary and grammar practice, translation, writing and conversational activities. In this study, GenAI refers to the broader technology, whereas ChatGPT refers specifically to the tool examined in relation to students’ English language learning.
2.2. UTAUT as the theoretical framework
To examine students’ acceptance and use of ChatGPT for English language learning, this study adopts the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT) developed by Venkatesh et al. (2003). UTAUT integrates elements from eight theories and models of technology acceptance. The original model includes four main constructs: performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence and facilitating conditions, together with behavioural intention and use behaviour (Venkatesh et al., 2003).
Performance expectancy (PE) refers to the extent to which an individual believes that using a technology will improve their performance. In this study, PE concerns students’ perceptions of ChatGPT’s usefulness for English language learning. Effort expectancy (EE) refers to the perceived ease of using a technology, including how easily students can access, use and interact with ChatGPT. Social influence (SI) concerns the extent to which individuals perceive that important people around them support their use of a technology. In this study, SI considers the influence of classmates, friends, teachers and lecturers on students’ use of ChatGPT.
Facilitating conditions (FC) refer to individuals’ perceptions of the availability of the technical and organisational resources needed to use a technology (Venkatesh et al., 2003). In this study, these resources include digital devices, internet access, learning materials and guidance on using ChatGPT. Behavioural intention (BI) refers to an individual’s intention to use a technology and, in this study, reflects students’ intention to continue using ChatGPT for English language learning.
In this study, UTAUT provides a framework for examining students’ perceptions of ChatGPT for English language learning through five constructs: performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence, facilitating conditions, and behavioural intention.
2.3. Related studies
2.3.1. GenAI in English Language Learning
Previous studies have examined the applications of ChatGPT and other generative artificial intelligence (GenAI) tools in language education. A review of 49 empirical studies found that GenAI served various roles, including feedback provider, learning tutor, cognitive stimulator, interaction facilitator and conversation partner (Lee et al., 2025). Similarly, a systematic review of 70 empirical studies on ChatGPT in ESL/EFL education identified potential benefits such as increased learning opportunities, personalized learning and support for teachers (Lo et al., 2024). Law (2024) also reviewed 41 publications on GenAI in language teaching and learning, highlighting both its potential benefits and challenges. Together, these reviews indicate that GenAI can support different aspects of language learning, although its effectiveness depends on how it is used in educational settings.
The reviews also identified several concerns, including the reliability of AI-generated content, difficulties in formulating effective prompts, learner overreliance, pedagogical limitations and academic integrity issues (Law, 2024; Lee et al., 2025; Lo et al., 2024). In addition, existing research has mainly focused on higher education, English language learning and writing-related applications, while other learner groups and educational contexts have received comparatively less attention (Lee et al., 2025; Lo et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2026). These findings suggest the need to examine students’ experiences with GenAI across different learning contexts, including settings that remain underrepresented in the existing literature.
2.3.2. Previous Studies Applying UTAUT to ChatGPT and GenAI
Several studies have applied the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT) or its extensions to investigate students’ acceptance and use of ChatGPT and GenAI. In Vietnam, Duong et al. (2024), based on survey data from 1,461 university students, found that performance expectancy (PE) and effort expectancy (EE) positively influenced students’ intention to use ChatGPT, which subsequently promoted actual use. Tran (2025) examined English-majored students’ acceptance of ChatGPT for academic writing and found that PE, EE, social influence (SI) and facilitating conditions (FC) significantly influenced acceptance, with PE emerging as the strongest predictor.
Similar studies in other contexts have reported both consistent and differing results. Wang et al. (2026) investigated university students’ use of ChatGPT for translation tasks in Hong Kong and found that PE was the strongest predictor of intention, followed by FC, while EE and SI had weaker effects. In China, Zheng et al. (2024) examined 620 undergraduates learning English as a foreign language and found that PE, EE and SI significantly predicted behavioural intention to use GenAI. Wang and Guo (2026), combining UTAUT with Task-Technology Fit theory, studied 537 undergraduates from five public universities in China. Their findings showed that PE, EE and FC predicted GenAI use, while task–technology fit strengthened the relationship between AI use and perceived English learning achievement.
Overall, these studies highlight the importance of PE and EE in explaining students’ acceptance and use of ChatGPT or GenAI, while the effects of SI and FC appear to vary across contexts and learning tasks (Duong et al., 2024; Tran, 2025; Wang et al., 2026; Zheng et al., 2024). However, the reviewed studies have largely focused on university students in specific academic contexts, such as writing and translation, or on broader EFL settings. Further research is therefore needed to examine how these factors relate to students’ acceptance and use of ChatGPT in different educational and geographical contexts. The present study addresses this need by investigating students’ acceptance and use of ChatGPT for English language learning at a university in a mountainous area of northern Vietnam.
3. Research Gap and Contribution
Although research on ChatGPT in language education is growing, several gaps remain. First, previous studies have mainly focused on higher education and English writing, leaving other learning purposes and under-researched contexts less explored (Lee et al., 2025; Lo et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2026). Second, although UTAUT-based studies have identified factors associated with ChatGPT acceptance and use, their effects vary across contexts and learning tasks (Duong et al., 2024; Tran, 2025; Zheng et al., 2024). Further evidence is therefore needed from under-researched settings, particularly mountainous regions of Vietnam. Third, student acceptance, usage difficulties, and support needs have often been examined separately, limiting understanding of how these aspects relate to one another.
To address these gaps, this study examines students’ perceptions of ChatGPT through five UTAUT constructs and explores the difficulties they encounter and the support they need when using ChatGPT for English language learning.
4. Methodology
4.1. Research Design
The study employed a predominantly quantitative survey design, supplemented by a qualitative analysis of two open-ended questions. The 19 closed-ended items in the questionnaire were designed to examine students’ perceptions of using ChatGPT for English language learning, based on five UTAUT-related constructs. Two open-ended questions at the end of the questionnaire elicited students’ reported challenges and support needs when using ChatGPT for English language learning. The quantitative data were analysed descriptively, while the open-ended responses were coded thematically to provide contextual insights that complemented the quantitative findings.
4.2. Participants and Setting
The study was conducted at Thai Nguyen University - Ha Giang Campus, which is located in a mountainous region in northern Vietnam. A total of 874 students participated in the survey. Of these, 753 students responded to Open-ended Question 1, while 219 responded to Open-ended Question 2.
The sample was drawn from a range of academic disciplines, the largest groups being from Primary Education (47.7%), Early Childhood Education at university level (15.4%), Chinese Language (15.2%), Early Childhood Education at college level (11.6%) and Hmong Language Teacher Education (8.7%). In terms of year of study, 56.3% of participants were in their first year, 29.6% were in their second year, and 14.1% were in their third year.
4.3. Instrument and Data Collection
The questionnaire was developed based on the UTAUT framework and a learning needs analysis. Written in Vietnamese, it covered five UTAUT constructs, students’ ChatGPT use, perceived difficulties, and expected support.
The questionnaire was reviewed by experienced colleagues and piloted to assess clarity and comprehensibility. Based on the feedback, some items were revised. The final questionnaire was distributed via Google Forms over one month. Participation was voluntary, and students were informed of the study’s purpose. A total of 874 responses were collected for analysis.
4.4. Data Analysis and Reliability
Quantitative data were analyzed using JASP (Version 0.19.6). Descriptive statistics, including frequencies, percentages, means, and standard deviations, were used to describe students’ perceptions of ChatGPT based on the five UTAUT constructs and their patterns of ChatGPT use. Frequencies and percentages were also used to summarize students’ purposes for using ChatGPT and other relevant background information.
Table 4.4. An Illustration of the Thematic Analysis Process
	Student response
	Code
	Theme

	I hope lecturers will guide students on how to use AI effectively in foreign language learning, especially English and Chinese.
	Guidance on effective AI use for language learning
	Guidance on effective AI use

	Guidance on how to write prompts for ChatGPT.
	Guidance on writing effective prompts
	Guidance on effective AI use

	Guidance on how to use AI effectively.
	Guidance on effective AI use
	Guidance on effective AI use


Responses to the two open-ended questions were analyzed using thematic analysis. The responses were first read to identify the main ideas expressed by students. Responses with similar or related meanings were then grouped into themes reflecting students’ perceived difficulties and support needs. The themes were reviewed and summarized to identify the main patterns in students’ responses. The number of responses in each category was counted and reported in the results. The qualitative findings complemented the quantitative results by providing further insight into students’ experiences with ChatGPT for English language learning.
The reliability of the questionnaire was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha in JASP. The UTAUT scale demonstrated very high internal consistency, with a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.947 in the pilot study and 0.973 in the main survey. These results indicate that the items showed a high level of internal consistency and were suitable for the main study.
5. Findings and Discussion
5.1. Patterns of ChatGPT Use
Table 5.1.1. Frequency of ChatGPT use for English learning
	Variable
	n
	Percentage

	Daily use
	215
	24.6

	3-6 times per week
	383
	43.8

	1-2 times per week
	248
	28.4

	Rarely
	28
	3.2


As shown in Table 5.1.1, the majority of students (43.8%) reported using ChatGPT three to six times per week, followed by those who used it daily (24.6%). Only 3.2% of students reported rarely using ChatGPT. This suggests that ChatGPT has become a common tool for English learning among the participants. One possible explanation for this is that ChatGPT can provide personalized interactions and immediate feedback, making it a convenient tool for supporting students' English learning. This finding is consistent with previous research suggesting that ChatGPT can function as a digital language learning assistant (Slamet, 2024). However, appropriate guidance may also be required when using ChatGPT, as students may struggle to evaluate the accuracy of its responses and may become overly dependent on the tool (Slamet, 2024).
Table 5.1.2. Purposes of ChatGPT use for English learning
	Variable
	n
	Percentage

	Homework support/test preparation
	552
	63.2

	Vocabulary and grammar lookup
	551
	63

	Translation
	413
	47.3

	Writing practice
	283
	32.4

	Chatting/speaking practice
	248
	28.4


Note. Multiple responses were allowed; therefore, the total number of responses may exceed the sample size, and percentages may not sum to 100%.
As presented in Table 5.1.2, homework support or test preparation was the most common purpose for using ChatGPT (63.2%), followed by vocabulary and grammar lookup (63.0%) and translation (47.3%). Writing practice (32.4%) and speaking practice (28.4%) were less common. These findings suggest that students mainly used ChatGPT for immediate learning support rather than interactive language practice. This pattern is consistent with previous research reporting the use of ChatGPT for language support, writing, and translation (Law, 2024; Lo et al., 2024).
Although ChatGPT can support English conversation practice (Lee et al., 2025), students may be more familiar with using it for questions, translation, and assignments. Given the potentially limited opportunities for English practice outside the classroom in mountainous areas, students could benefit from guidance on using ChatGPT for speaking and other interactive activities, rather than mainly obtaining quick answers.
5.2. Students’ Acceptance of ChatGPT Through UTAUT
Table 5.2. Descriptive statistics for UTAUT constructs
	UTAUT construct
	Mean
	SD

	PE
	3.50
	0.87

	EE
	3.57
	0.87

	SI
	3.41
	0.86

	FC
	3.31
	1.00

	BI
	3.57
	0.90


As shown in Table 5.2, the mean scores ranged from 3.31 to 3.57 on a five-point scale, with all constructs slightly above the midpoint. EE and BI had the highest means (M = 3.57), followed by PE (M = 3.50), SI (M = 3.41), and FC (M = 3.31). These results indicate moderate acceptance of ChatGPT. The relatively higher scores for EE and PE are consistent with Duong et al. (2024) and Zheng et al. (2024), who found that these factors positively influenced students’ behavioral intention to use ChatGPT or GenAI.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The BI mean was consistent with reported usage patterns: 43.8% of students used ChatGPT three to six times per week, and 24.6% used it daily. Their main purposes were homework support or test preparation (63.2%), vocabulary and grammar lookup (63.0%), and translation (47.3%). FC had the lowest mean and the largest standard deviation (SD = 1.00), indicating less favorable and more varied perceptions of the conditions supporting ChatGPT use. Previous studies have also reported that the role of FC varies across learning contexts (Tran, 2025; Wang et al., 2026; Wang & Guo, 2026). These findings suggest that, although students generally perceived ChatGPT as useful and relatively easy to use, further guidance and support may help them use it more effectively for English learning.
5.3. Barriers: Dependency, Accuracy, and Prompt Literacy
Table 5.3. Major difficulties in using ChatGPT for English learning
	Reported difficulty
	n
	Percentage

	Concern about over - reliance on AI
	506
	57.9

	Difficulty evaluating answer accuracy
	417
	47.7

	Difficulty writing effective prompts
	309
	35.4

	Difficulty using ChatGPT for speaking
	158
	18.1

	Lack of internet access or devices
	111
	12.7

	Difficulty using ChatGPT for writing
	97
	11.1


As shown in Table 5.3, the most common difficulty was over-reliance on AI (57.9%), followed by evaluating the accuracy of ChatGPT-generated responses (47.7%) and writing effective prompts (35.4%). Fewer students reported difficulties with speaking (18.1%) and writing (11.1%), or limited internet access and suitable devices (12.7%). Qualitative responses reinforced these findings, with students expressing concerns about reduced learning independence and difficulties writing prompts and evaluating AI-generated information. These findings suggest that acceptance of ChatGPT does not necessarily mean students can use it effectively, highlighting the importance of AI literacy. Although over-reliance was a major concern, this may reflect students’ awareness of the need to use AI while remaining active in their learning, rather than negative attitudes toward ChatGPT. Students therefore need practical guidance on writing effective prompts, verifying AI-generated information, and using ChatGPT for feedback, explanations, and language practice. Such support may help them use the tool responsibly while maintaining their learning independence.
5.4. Students’ requested support
Table 5.4. Students’ suggestions for supporting AI use in English learning
	
	n

	Allow students to use AI in class
	15

	Provide guidance on effective AI use
	152

	Provide support when needed
	3

	Integrate AI into teaching
	32

	Provide Internet/Wi-Fi in classrooms
	5

	Provide training for students
	38


Note: As some responses contained multiple ideas or addressed different aspects of students' experiences, a single response could be coded into more than one thematic category. Therefore, the total frequency of coded themes in Table 5.4 may exceed the number of respondents.
The most common suggestion was to provide guidance on effective AI use (152 responses), followed by training (38), integrating AI into teaching (32), and allowing AI use in class (15). Only a few students requested better internet access in classrooms (5) or support when needed (3). The strong preference for guidance and training is consistent with the difficulties reported in Section 5.3, particularly over-reliance on AI, evaluating response accuracy, and writing effective prompts. This suggests that students need not only access to ChatGPT but also practical support in using it effectively. In English teaching, teachers could demonstrate how to write effective prompts, obtain explanations and feedback, and verify AI-generated information against reliable sources. These activities may help students use ChatGPT as a learning support tool rather than simply a source of answers, while maintaining their independence.
Overall, students primarily requested practical guidance on effective AI use, highlighting the importance of incorporating AI literacy into English language teaching.
6. Pedagogical Implications
Implication 1: Developing students’ AI literacy
English language programmes should provide practical guidance on AI literacy and prompt writing. Students need to learn to write clear prompts, specify learning goals, request explanations and examples, and verify AI-generated information using reliable sources. These skills can help students use ChatGPT effectively while maintaining their own reasoning and language development.
Implication 2: Integrating AI into classroom activities
Instructors can design activities that require students to evaluate, revise and reflect on content generated by ChatGPT. For instance, students could ask ChatGPT to generate a short paragraph, then identify any linguistic or factual errors and verify the information using reliable sources before revising the paragraph in their own words. Such activities can help students to learn how to actively use AI rather than simply copying its responses.
Implication 3: Providing institutional guidance and support
The university should provide clear guidelines and practical training on the responsible use of AI in English learning. Short workshops or handbooks could provide examples of effective prompts, demonstrate how to verify AI-generated information and offer guidance on academic integrity. Additionally, institutions should ensure that students have access to devices and internet connections, so that differences in digital access do not limit their opportunities to use AI for learning.
7. Conclusion
This study examined how university students in a mountainous region of Vietnam used and accepted ChatGPT for English language learning, using the UTAUT framework. The findings showed that students generally perceived ChatGPT as useful and easy to use, with many using it regularly for English learning purposes. The most common uses were for homework support, looking up vocabulary and grammar, and translation. However, students also reported concerns about over-reliance on AI and difficulty in evaluating the accuracy of its responses and writing effective prompts.
Overall, the findings suggest that access to ChatGPT alone is insufficient to support effective learning. Students also require guidance on how to use the tool appropriately and how to evaluate its responses. Therefore, English language teaching should pay greater attention to AI literacy, teaching students to use ChatGPT as a learning support tool while encouraging them to think for themselves and actively participate in the learning process. Future research could employ longitudinal designs to examine changes in students’ use of ChatGPT over time and investigate its impact on language learning outcomes.
8. Limitations of the Study
This study has several limitations. Firstly, the data were collected from only one university, meaning the findings may not be fully generalisable to other contexts. Secondly, the study relied mainly on self-reported data from students, which may not accurately reflect their actual use of ChatGPT. Furthermore, the cross-sectional design prevented the study from examining changes in students’ use of and attitudes towards ChatGPT over time. Finally, the study focused on students’ use of and attitudes towards ChatGPT rather than their actual English learning outcomes. Therefore, it cannot determine whether using ChatGPT is associated with improved English proficiency or learning performance.
9. Recommendations for further research
To provide a broader understanding of ChatGPT use in English language learning and improve the generalisability of the findings, future studies could include students from different universities and educational contexts. Longitudinal studies are also recommended in order to examine how students’ use of, acceptance of, and perceptions of ChatGPT change over time as they gain more experience with AI tools. Combining self-reported data with other sources, such as observations of students’ actual ChatGPT use, interaction records or learning products, would provide a clearer understanding of how students use AI for learning in practice. Additionally, future studies could examine the relationship between ChatGPT use and students’ English learning outcomes. For instance, research could investigate whether guided use of ChatGPT improves writing, vocabulary, grammar or speaking skills. This would provide further evidence of ChatGPT’s role in English language learning, beyond students’ reported perceptions and experiences.
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