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Abstract
This mixed-methods study examined how 152 first-year non-English-major students in a Vietnamese university’s preparatory-English program chose between generative AI (GenAI) and human peers for eight English-learning tasks. Questionnaire responses (1,216 task-level choices), suitability ratings, reasons, and preferred workflows were analyzed descriptively alongside 48 learning-diary entries and interviews with 12 students. Choices were nearly evenly divided between GenAI (49.4%) and peers (50.6%) but varied by task: GenAI was favored for form-focused practice and individual rehearsal, and peers for interactive and collaborative tasks. Students linked GenAI with immediate feedback, accessibility, and low-pressure rehearsal, and peers with authentic interaction and shared responsibility. Many preferred sequencing the two resources. The findings support a task-sensitive account of learning-partner choice; they do not establish comparative learning effectiveness.
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LỰA CHỌN ĐỐI TÁC HỌC TẬP: XU HƯỚNG LỰA CHỌN BẠN HỌC VÀ AI TẠO SINH THEO TỪNG NHIỆM VỤ CỦA SINH VIÊN ĐẠI HỌC TRONG BỐI CẢNH HỌC TIẾNG ANH NHƯ NGOẠI NGỮ
Tóm tắt
Nghiên cứu hỗn hợp này khảo sát cách 152 sinh viên năm nhất không chuyên tiếng Anh tại một trường đại học ở Việt Nam lựa chọn giữa trí tuệ nhân tạo tạo sinh (GenAI) và bạn học cho tám nhiệm vụ học tiếng Anh. Dữ liệu gồm bảng hỏi, 48 mục nhật ký và phỏng vấn 12 sinh viên, được phân tích mô tả. Lựa chọn chung gần cân bằng (GenAI 49,4%; bạn học 50,6%) nhưng khác nhau theo nhiệm vụ: GenAI được ưu tiên cho luyện tập hình thức ngôn ngữ và chuẩn bị cá nhân; bạn học được ưu tiên cho giao tiếp tương tác và nhiệm vụ hợp tác. Nhiều sinh viên muốn kết hợp hai nguồn hỗ trợ. Kết quả không cho phép kết luận về hiệu quả học tập.
Từ khóa: trí tuệ nhân tạo tạo sinh; bạn học; sự phù hợp giữa nhiệm vụ và đối tác; tính chủ thể của người học; chuẩn bị cho giảng dạy bằng tiếng Anh (EMI)
1. Introduction
1.1. Research Background
Generative artificial intelligence (GenAI) now offers university students on-demand help with English: explaining forms, generating examples, suggesting revisions, giving feedback, and simulating conversation (B. Li et al., 2025). Availability, however, does not make GenAI the preferred partner for every activity. It offers immediate assistance and repeated practice, whereas human peers (hereafter, peers) can communicate reciprocally, negotiate meaning, and share responsibility for collaborative outcomes.
Activities differ in their linguistic, cognitive, and interactional demands. Correcting grammatical errors, rehearsing a presentation, joining an unscripted discussion, and developing a group project do not require the same assistance, so general attitudes toward GenAI cannot fully explain partner choices in particular tasks.
The issue is especially relevant to students preparing for English-medium instruction (EMI). Vietnamese tertiary students report difficulties with course materials, lectures, examinations, and classroom discussions in EMI settings (Tuan & Lan, 2024). Task-specific partner preferences can inform teachers’ decisions about when to encourage GenAI-supported preparation, peer interaction, or both. They also relate to learner agency and AI literacy: students must judge when GenAI helps and when independent effort or peer interaction serves a goal better (Long & Magerko, 2020).
1.2. Research Gap
Research on GenAI in language education covers learner perceptions, language development, writing and feedback, and instructional integration; a review of 144 empirical studies from 2023–2024 documented rapid growth (B. Li et al., 2025). Comparative studies have examined GenAI- and peer-mediated activities in speaking and pronunciation (Lee, 2025a, 2025b; L. Li et al., 2025) and suggest that the two partners contribute differently. Single-skill studies, however, do not show how students choose between partners across tasks.
Studies of feedback-source preferences are closer to this question. Vietnamese English majors valued ChatGPT, peer, and teacher feedback for different reasons (Nguyen & Nguyen, 2026), and 56% of graduate students in a Dutch course never used GenAI to give peer feedback, mainly because they believed they would learn more by working independently (Noroozi et al., 2025). Both concern writing-related activities, yet suggest that choices reflect task requirements and perceived learning value, not a uniform stance toward GenAI.
A more specific question therefore remains: how do preferences between peers and GenAI vary across English-learning tasks, which affordances and concerns do students report, and how do they envision combining the two?
1.3. Research Aim and Questions
This study examines task-specific preferences for peers and GenAI among first-year non-English-major students in the final level of a Vietnamese university’s English preparatory program. Questionnaire responses from 152 students are complemented by learning diaries and semi-structured interviews with a purposively selected subsample. Three research questions guided the study:
RQ1. How do EFL university students’ preferences between peers and GenAI vary across English-learning task types?
RQ2. Which perceived affordances and concerns do students report as influencing their partner choices across these task types?
RQ3. How do students envision and justify ways of sequencing or combining peer interaction and GenAI in English-learning tasks?
The study treats partner preference as a task-dependent decision, not a general attitude toward technology.
2. Literature Review
2.1. GenAI and Peers as Learning Partners
GenAI gives learners individualized support through natural-language interaction, examples, explanations, and feedback. Availability, however, should not be equated with suitability for every activity (B. Li et al., 2025).
Peer interaction offers other opportunities: learners articulate reasoning, request clarification, respond to alternative interpretations, and negotiate meaning (Sato & Ballinger, 2016). It suits activities that need spontaneous responses, mutual adjustment, or shared decisions. It is not automatically optimal: assistance quality varies, contributions can be unequal, and fear of negative evaluation may deter learners. GenAI, conversely, supports repeated practice on demand, but its responses may be inaccurate or insensitive to context. The partners are thus functionally different, not hierarchically ordered.
2.2. Comparisons, Partner Choice, and Learner Agency
Comparative studies show that the formats contribute differently. Lee (2025a) compared engagement in GenAI-based and peer interaction among 201 Korean seventh graders over 12 weeks. Lee (2025b) compared GenAI-based and peer-based speaking practice among 39 university EFL learners over 14 weeks: speaking scores improved, but engagement with GenAI declined after week 8, whereas engagement with peers remained stable or improved. L. Li et al. (2025) compared GenAI-mediated and peer-mediated pronunciation practice among 100 EFL learners; the GenAI group gained more in pronunciation and enjoyment, peer learning supported interaction and emotional support, and the authors concluded that the partners have complementary strengths. These studies concern assigned activities, not students’ choices.
Evidence on choice is scarcer. In Noroozi et al. (2025), 28 of 50 graduate students (56%) never used GenAI to provide peer feedback; the sample studied food science, not English, but deliberate non-use appears to be a considered learning decision rather than a rejection of technology. Perceived utility also differs from choice: a learner may recognize that GenAI offers rapid explanations yet choose a peer because the task requires spontaneous interaction. In Vietnam, Nguyen and Nguyen (2026) surveyed 110 third-year English majors and interviewed 10. Teacher feedback was rated highest, ChatGPT was valued for availability and immediacy but doubted for complex academic writing, peer feedback was valued for collaboration, and most participants wished to combine all three sources. Because it concerned writing revision, it leaves open how such considerations operate across other tasks among first-year non-English majors.
Partner choice also relates to learner agency, the capacity to act within the opportunities and constraints of a learning environment (Mercer, 2011), and to AI literacy, the competencies needed to understand, critically evaluate, and use AI (Long & Magerko, 2020). This study measured neither construct; they inform interpretation only.
2.3. Task Characteristics and Task–Partner Fit
Task-based language teaching research stresses task design (Ellis et al., 2019), and Robinson (2001) distinguishes task complexity, difficulty, and conditions, a reminder that task characteristics are not interchangeable. Activities here were grouped into four practical categories by dominant purpose: form-focused practice, individual rehearsal and production, interactive communication, and collaborative co-construction. The categories are not a validated taxonomy, and form-focused exercises may not meet stricter definitions of tasks (Ellis et al., 2019). They support three exploratory propositions. First, learners may see GenAI as suitable for form-focused practice and individual rehearsal when immediate feedback, repeated practice, or individual access matter. Second, they may see peers as more suitable for tasks requiring contingent responses, negotiation of meaning, or shared construction of an outcome. Third, tasks combining individual preparation with interaction may lead learners to consider sequencing the two partners.
Goodhue and Thompson’s (1995) task–technology fit model asks whether a resource’s capabilities match task requirements. We extend this logic analytically to human and technological partners, recognizing that a peer is not a technology and that the original model is not tested. Task–partner fit denotes the relation between a task’s requirements, the affordances and limitations perceived in a partner, and the learner’s reported choice. Three kinds of evidence are kept analytically separate: stated preferences (forced choices, suitability ratings, intended workflows), self-reported experiences (diaries and interviews), and actual learning behaviors, which were not observed. Ratings show how appropriate a partner seems, whereas forced choices show the preferred partner when only one can be selected; the two are analyzed separately.
2.4. The Present Study
The present study therefore offers an integrated account of task-specific choices, the considerations students report, and the workflows they would use when both partners are available, applying a task–partner fit perspective without assuming that either partner or workflow yields better learning.
3. Methodology
3.1. Research Design, Context, and Participants
A sequential explanatory mixed-methods design was used. A questionnaire recorded task-specific partner choices, suitability ratings, reasons, and preferred workflows; learning diaries and semi-structured interviews then explored how students explained these patterns and the roles they assigned to GenAI and peers. The strands were integrated at interpretation (Fetters et al., 2013).
The study took place at a Vietnamese university offering a five-level preparatory English program for first-year non-English-major undergraduates (business, communication, engineering, tourism, computer science). Participants were in the fifth and final level, a seven-week course (35 sessions, 105 instructional hours) preparing students for EMI study. B2− was the approximate entry profile and B2+ the intended exit target; these are program-level descriptions, not verified individual scores.
Participants were 152 students (71 women, 81 men; aged 18–20) from six intact classes of typically 25–28 students, recruited through class announcements. All submitted questionnaires were usable, giving 1,216 forced-choice responses (152 participants × 8 scenarios). Twelve students were purposively selected to represent three response patterns (predominantly GenAI, predominantly peers, and varying by task), four per pattern, to provide explanatory variation rather than statistical representativeness.
3.2. Data Collection Instruments and Procedures
3.2.1. Questionnaire
The researcher-developed questionnaire, administered in Vietnamese to reduce the effect of English proficiency on comprehension, had four parts: background (age, gender, intended field, class membership, prior GenAI-use frequency); eight task scenarios; suitability ratings and reasons; and preferred workflows. It was not a standardized psychometric scale (Artino et al., 2014).
The eight scenarios (Table 1) were developed with reference to the syllabus and instructional materials of the preparatory English program. They were selected to represent common English-learning activities and to vary in linguistic focus, interaction, and shared responsibility, with two scenarios per category. Before the main survey, two English lecturers with experience in questionnaire design reviewed the instrument for language clarity and category alignment, and it was piloted with 10 students from a comparable cohort outside the main sample. Feedback from the review and pilot was used to refine wording and response options. No single internal-consistency coefficient was computed because formats and constructs differed.
Table 1
Task Categories and Scenarios
	Category
	Dominant purpose
	Scenarios

	Form-focused practice
	Accuracy and feedback on language form
	T1 Grammatical error correction; T2 Vocabulary use in context

	Individual rehearsal/production
	Preparing or producing language alone
	T3 Presentation rehearsal; T4 Academic paragraph drafting

	Interactive communication
	Spontaneous, contingent exchange
	T5 Unscripted role-play; T6 Discussion

	Collaborative co-construction
	Shared construction of an outcome
	T7 Group presentation; T8 Collaborative problem-solving


For each scenario, respondents chose GenAI (coded 1) or a peer (0) as their preferred primary partner, assuming both were accessible and GenAI use was permitted; this records relative preference, not actual use or effectiveness. They then rated each partner’s suitability (1 = not at all suitable; 5 = very suitable), selected up to three reasons for the partner they chose from a predefined list with an open option (immediate feedback, accessibility, low-pressure practice, task fit, authentic interaction, collaboration, shared responsibility, explaining reasoning, concerns about GenAI errors), and indicated for each category a preferred workflow: GenAI only, peer only, GenAI then peer, peer then GenAI, alternating, or no clear preference. The GenAI option was named as ChatGPT 5.4 so that all participants evaluated the same platform; results concern this platform, not GenAI tools in general.
3.2.2. Learning Diaries
The 12 selected students each wrote four entries over two weeks (48 entries), recording meaningful episodes involving GenAI, peers, or both. Diaries gave contextual accounts beyond hypothetical questionnaire choices and helped identify discrepancies between stated preferences and reported experience; as self-reports, they were not treated as records of behavior.
3.2.3. Semi-structured Interviews
The same 12 students completed one interview in Vietnamese, audio-recorded with consent and transcribed. The guide asked participants to explain choices in particular scenarios, describe each partner’s benefits and limits, and discuss the roles they assigned to GenAI and peers before, during, and after an activity. The researcher neither taught nor assessed the classes, and students were told that participation would not affect grades, although social-desirability bias could not be excluded.
3.3. Data Analysis
3.3.1. Quantitative Analysis
Quantitative analysis was descriptive. Frequencies and percentages of choices were calculated for each scenario and category. Because each participant answered all eight scenarios, responses were treated as dependent. For each category, 95% confidence intervals for the percentage of GenAI choices were estimated with a participant-level bootstrap (5,000 resamples of the 152 participants, retaining each participant’s eight responses together; 2.5th and 97.5th percentiles). Within-category concordance was the percentage of participants choosing the same partner in both scenarios of a category; it describes consistency across two scenarios, not inter-rater agreement. The intervals describe sampling uncertainty only, not the representativeness of a sample of six intact classes at one university. Category summaries were exploratory because each category had only two scenarios; no hypothesis tests were calculated. Multiple-response reasons were summarized by category and chosen partner (percentages do not sum to 100 and are not causal determinants). Ratings were summarized by medians and interquartile ranges, and workflow preferences by frequencies and percentages, as intended rather than observed practices.
3.3.2. Codebook-Based Thematic Analysis
Diaries, interview transcripts, and open responses were analyzed in Vietnamese using a codebook informed by the research questions. Two coders independently coded the material, and intercoder agreement across the full qualitative dataset was Cohen’s κ = .72, indicating substantial agreement (Landis & Koch, 1977). Disagreements were discussed and resolved by consensus, with reference to the source extracts. Codes were refined where necessary, and the analysis yielded eight themes (Table 5), which were reviewed against the dataset, including contradictory and less common accounts. Excerpts were translated into English and checked against the Vietnamese originals; participants were identified by anonymized codes.
3.3.3. Integration of Quantitative and Qualitative Findings
Integration followed connecting, building, and merging procedures (Fetters et al., 2013). Connecting: survey patterns informed selection of the 12 participants. Building: preliminary survey results shaped the interview questions. Merging: at interpretation, survey results for each research question were compared with diary and interview themes in a joint display (Table 7), which classified each pairing as convergence (accounts support the survey pattern), complementarity (accounts add explanation), or divergence (stated preferences and reported experience differ). Divergence was treated as analytically meaningful.
3.4. Research Quality and Ethical Considerations
Credibility was supported by independent coding by two researchers, discussion of discrepancies, and review of source extracts. The 12-student subsample was selected for explanatory variation, with adequacy considered in relation to information power (Malterud et al., 2016). The institution where the study was conducted has no policy requiring formal ethics-committee approval for classroom-based research of this kind. Participation was voluntary, students were informed of the study’s purpose, data use, and confidentiality protections, and informed consent was obtained. Participants were not asked to disclose personal accounts or private GenAI conversations. Participant codes linked questionnaire, diary, and interview records; identifying information was stored separately.
4. Results
Across the eight scenarios, 601 of 1,216 responses selected GenAI (49.4%) and 615 selected a peer (50.6%); these totals summarize eight scenarios and are not evidence of a general preference for either partner.
4.1. Participant Background: Prior GenAI Use
Prior GenAI use was common: 46 students (30.3%) reported daily use, 58 (38.2%) several times a week, 27 (17.8%) about once a week, 15 (9.9%) less than once a week, and 6 (3.9%) none. Prior use was a descriptive background variable, not a measure of AI literacy.
4.2. RQ1: Task-Specific Preferences for GenAI and Peers
Table 2
Forced-Choice Preference by Scenario and Task Category
	Category / scenario
	GenAI, n (%)
	Peer, n (%)
	95% CI for GenAI (%)
	Concordance, n (%)

	Form-focused practice
	211 (69.4)
	93 (30.6)
	63.8–75.0
	95 (62.5)

	T1 Grammatical error correction
	103 (67.8)
	49 (32.2)
	
	

	T2 Vocabulary use in context
	108 (71.1)
	44 (28.9)
	
	

	Individual rehearsal/production
	181 (59.5)
	123 (40.5)
	53.0–66.1
	107 (70.4)

	T3 Presentation rehearsal
	86 (56.6)
	66 (43.4)
	
	

	T4 Academic paragraph drafting
	95 (62.5)
	57 (37.5)
	
	

	Interactive communication
	117 (38.5)
	187 (61.5)
	32.6–44.4
	93 (61.2)

	T5 Unscripted role-play
	56 (36.8)
	96 (63.2)
	
	

	T6 Discussion
	61 (40.1)
	91 (59.9)
	
	

	Collaborative co-construction
	92 (30.3)
	212 (69.7)
	24.3–36.2
	110 (72.4)

	T7 Group presentation
	43 (28.3)
	109 (71.7)
	
	

	T8 Collaborative problem-solving
	49 (32.2)
	103 (67.8)
	
	


Note. Category rows are out of 304 responses (152 participants × 2 scenarios); scenario rows are out of 152. CI = participant-level bootstrap confidence interval. Concordance = participants choosing the same partner in both scenarios of a category (out of 152).
The category ordering held at scenario level: GenAI shares ranged from 67.8% to 71.1% (form-focused), 56.6% to 62.5% (individual rehearsal), 36.8% to 40.1% (interactive), and 28.3% to 32.2% (collaborative), with no overlap between categories. Within-category concordance ranged from 61.2% to 72.4%, so roughly three-fifths to seven-tenths of participants chose the same partner in both scenarios of a category. Because the two scenarios within a category differed by three to six percentage points, category-level results should not be generalized to all tasks of that type.
4.3. RQ2: Perceived Affordances, Concerns, and Suitability Ratings
Reasons were tied to the partner chosen (Table 3). GenAI choices for form-focused tasks most often cited immediate feedback, accessibility, and task fit, and low-pressure practice was prominent for individual rehearsal. Peer choices for interactive and collaborative tasks cited authentic interaction, collaboration, and shared responsibility.
Table 3
Most Frequently Selected Reasons by Category and Chosen Partner
	Category
	Partner
	Choices
	Top three reasons (% of choices)

	Form-focused
	GenAI
	211
	Immediate feedback (37.4); accessibility (33.6); task fit (30.8)

	Form-focused
	Peer
	93
	Task fit (33.3); authentic interaction (29.0); collaboration (24.7)

	Individual rehearsal
	GenAI
	181
	Low-pressure practice (37.6); accessibility (33.1); immediate feedback (30.4)

	Individual rehearsal
	Peer
	123
	Task fit (34.1); immediate feedback (28.5); authentic interaction (26.0)

	Interactive
	GenAI
	117
	Low-pressure practice (33.3); immediate feedback (29.9); task fit (27.4)

	Interactive
	Peer
	187
	Authentic interaction (40.6); collaboration (34.8); task fit (29.9)

	Collaborative
	GenAI
	92
	Explaining reasoning (35.9); task fit (31.5); concern about GenAI errors (28.3)

	Collaborative
	Peer
	212
	Collaboration (38.7); authentic interaction (36.8); shared responsibility (30.7)


Note. Up to three reasons could be selected per choice; percentages do not sum to 100.
Suitability ratings showed a similar but less uniform pattern (Table 4). Both partners had a median of 4 in form-focused practice and individual rehearsal; peers were rated higher (median 4 versus 3) for interactive and collaborative tasks.
Table 4
Median (IQR) Suitability Ratings
	Category
	GenAI
	Peer

	Form-focused practice
	4 (3–5)
	4 (3–4)

	Individual rehearsal/production
	4 (3–5)
	4 (3–5)

	Interactive communication
	3 (2–4)
	4 (3–5)

	Collaborative co-construction
	3 (2–4)
	4 (3–5)


Qualitative coding identified eight themes (Table 5), which overlapped: participants could value GenAI’s accessibility while questioning its reliability, or prefer peers for interaction while using GenAI in preparation. P5 contrasted private rehearsal with live interaction: “If I practice with AI first, I can try the sentence again without feeling embarrassed. But in a discussion, I need a classmate because the answer can change depending on what they say.” P9 described sequencing the two: “I usually ask AI to help me prepare some ideas first. Then I discuss them with my classmates because they may have different opinions that I have not considered.” Accounts also showed that choosing GenAI did not necessarily imply uncritical trust: P1 described checking AI-generated explanations against course materials or seeking clarification when uncertain. One account contrasted with the survey pattern: P4 preferred GenAI for a discussion task, explaining, “I would choose AI for this activity because I can challenge an idea several times without worrying that my classmates will think my questions are strange.” Although peers were generally preferred for interactive tasks, some students favored GenAI even for discussion (38.5% of interactive-task choices).
Other themes were illustrated as follows. On collaboration and shared responsibility, P7 explained, “When we work in a group, everyone should contribute ideas and help check the final answer. AI can suggest something, but it cannot take responsibility for our group’s decision.” On the need for transparent course rules, P11 noted, “I think teachers should explain when we are allowed to use AI and what we need to acknowledge. Otherwise, students may follow different rules and worry about whether they are doing something wrong.” On rapid feedback and access, P3 remarked, “I can ask AI whenever I get stuck, even late at night, and it gives me suggestions quickly. I still need to decide which suggestions are useful for my assignment.”
Table 5
Themes in Interviews (n = 12) and Diary Entries (n = 48)
	Theme
	Interviews
	Diaries

	Task-specific partner fit
	10
	31

	Rapid feedback and access
	9
	21

	Low-pressure rehearsal and autonomy
	7
	16

	Trust, checking, and verification
	8
	19

	Authentic interaction and negotiation
	10
	23

	Collaboration and shared responsibility
	7
	17

	Hybrid sequencing
	8
	26

	Need for transparent course rules
	7
	11


4.4. RQ3: Preferred Ways of Sequencing or Combining GenAI and Peer Interaction
Students did not always frame partner choice as exclusive (Table 6). GenAI only was the most frequent workflow for form-focused practice (45.4%), GenAI then peer for individual rehearsal (34.9%), and peer only for interactive (41.4%) and collaborative tasks (37.5%). Workflows combining both partners (GenAI then peer, peer then GenAI, or alternating) were chosen by 44.1% of students for form-focused practice, 61.2% for individual rehearsal, 50.7% for interactive tasks, and 55.3% for collaborative tasks.
Table 6
Preferred Workflows, n (%)
	Category
	GenAI only
	Peer only
	GenAI → peer
	Peer → GenAI
	Alternate
	No clear

	Form-focused
	69 (45.4)
	13 (8.6)
	46 (30.3)
	8 (5.3)
	13 (8.6)
	3 (2.0)

	Individual rehearsal
	35 (23.0)
	19 (12.5)
	53 (34.9)
	13 (8.6)
	27 (17.8)
	5 (3.3)

	Interactive
	8 (5.3)
	63 (41.4)
	31 (20.4)
	17 (11.2)
	29 (19.1)
	4 (2.6)

	Collaborative
	5 (3.3)
	57 (37.5)
	25 (16.4)
	28 (18.4)
	31 (20.4)
	6 (3.9)


4.5. Integrated Summary
Table 7 joins survey patterns to qualitative themes. Convergence appeared in every task category; the main complication was that choosing GenAI did not imply trust. The evidence concerns reported choices and accounts, not learning gains.
Table 7
Joint Display of Survey Patterns and Qualitative Themes
	Focus
	Survey pattern
	Qualitative theme (interviews; diaries)
	Relation

	Form-focused
	GenAI chosen in 69.4%; immediate feedback, accessibility
	Rapid feedback and access (9/12; 21/48)
	Convergence

	Individual rehearsal
	GenAI 59.5%; low-pressure practice; GenAI then peer most common workflow (34.9%)
	Low-pressure rehearsal (7/12; 16/48); hybrid sequencing (8/12; 26/48); P9
	Convergence; complementarity

	Interactive
	Peers chosen in 61.5%; authentic interaction
	Authentic interaction and negotiation (10/12; 23/48); P5; P4 (GenAI chosen for discussion)
	Convergence; one divergent case (P4)

	Collaborative
	Peers chosen in 69.7%; collaboration, shared responsibility
	Collaboration and shared responsibility (7/12; 17/48)
	Convergence

	GenAI with error concern
	28.3% of collaborative GenAI choices cited GenAI errors
	Trust, checking, and verification (8/12; 19/48); P1
	Divergence: choice without full trust


5. Discussion
5.1. Partner Preference Is Task-Specific
Overall choices were close to even, yet GenAI was chosen more often for form-focused practice and individual rehearsal and peers for interactive and collaborative tasks, without overlap between categories at scenario level. This is consistent with task–technology fit (Goodhue & Thompson, 1995) extended to a human collaborator, but supports task–partner fit only in a limited sense: stated preferences varied systematically with task and self-reported experiences offered matching explanations, but actual learning behaviors were not observed, so fit remains an interpretive account of what students reported, not of what they did or learned. The pattern also fits studies in which responses depended on the activity (Lee, 2025b; L. Li et al., 2025). Preferences are not outcomes, however: students here favored peers for interactive tasks, whereas the GenAI group in L. Li et al. gained more in pronunciation.
5.2. Different Tasks Call for Different Affordances
Students linked GenAI with quick feedback, access, and private rehearsal. Peer choices for interactive and collaborative tasks point to different needs: peers can respond unpredictably, ask follow-up questions, negotiate meaning, and share responsibility, so interaction is part of the learning activity itself (Sato & Ballinger, 2016). The findings suggest complementarity, not equivalence: GenAI offers repeatable support on demand but not reciprocal communication, whereas peers offer an audience and shared accountability but may be unavailable for private practice.
5.3. Choosing GenAI Alongside Verification
Some students chose GenAI while citing inaccurate output as a concern, and 8 of 12 interviewees described checking GenAI responses. This is not contradictory: learners can value speed and access while treating suggestions as provisional, as Vietnamese English majors valued ChatGPT for immediacy but doubted its reliability for complex writing (Nguyen & Nguyen, 2026). Access to GenAI also does not entail a preference for it (Noroozi et al., 2025). Deciding when to use GenAI, a peer, or neither may express learner agency (Mercer, 2011) and relate to AI literacy (Long & Magerko, 2020), but neither was measured, so this is interpretation.
5.4. Hybrid Workflows Should Be Purposeful
Between 44% and 61% of students preferred combining the partners, and GenAI then peer was the most common single choice for individual rehearsal, as in P9’s account. A learner might rehearse a presentation with GenAI and then ask a peer about clarity. Combination should not be assumed best everywhere: GenAI may suffice for form-focused exercises, whereas live exchange may be central for spontaneous communication. Whether such workflows improve learning remains empirical.
5.5. Implications for EMI Preparation
For EMI preparation, instructors could give task-level guidance instead of blanket permission or prohibition, specifying when GenAI may be used, what students should verify, which stages require peer interaction, and what evidence of individual learning is expected. For example, students might consult a GenAI explanation but justify their final grammar correction. These are proposals to test, not established effects.
5.6. Limitations
The sample came from six intact classes at one university, and the qualitative subsample was small and purposive. Choices concerned specified scenarios and may not reflect actual behavior; each category had only two scenarios, the analysis was descriptive, and the GenAI option was a single platform (ChatGPT 5.4). Neither AI literacy nor learning outcomes were measured. Future studies should add scenarios, apply multilevel models, observe actual partner use, measure AI literacy directly, and examine learning outcomes.
6. Conclusion
This study examined how first-year non-English-major students preparing for EMI chose between GenAI and peers across eight English-learning tasks. Overall choices were close to even, but GenAI was selected more often for form-focused practice and individual rehearsal, and peers for interactive and collaborative work. Students cited immediate feedback and private practice for GenAI, and responsive interaction and shared responsibility for peers.
The findings support viewing partner choice as task-specific and the two partners as complementary. Teachers can clarify the purpose and boundaries of GenAI use in each task, including when students should verify its output and when peer interaction is central. Because the study examined reported preferences, not learning gains, it cannot determine which partner is more effective. Further research should connect task-level choices with observed practice, AI literacy, learner agency, and learning outcomes.
References
Artino, A. R., Jr., La Rochelle, J. S., Dezee, K. J., & Gehlbach, H. (2014). Developing questionnaires for educational research: AMEE Guide No. 87. Medical Teacher, 36(6), 463–474. https://doi.org/10.3109/0142159X.2014.889814
Ellis, R., Skehan, P., Li, S., Shintani, N., & Lambert, C. (2019). Task-based language teaching: Theory and practice. Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108643689
Fetters, M. D., Curry, L. A., & Creswell, J. W. (2013). Achieving integration in mixed methods designs—Principles and practices. Health Services Research, 48(6, Pt. 2), 2134–2156. https://doi.org/10.1111/1475-6773.12117
Goodhue, D. L., & Thompson, R. L. (1995). Task-technology fit and individual performance. MIS Quarterly, 19(2), 213–236. https://doi.org/10.2307/249689
Landis, J. R., & Koch, G. G. (1977). The measurement of observer agreement for categorical data. Biometrics, 33(1), 159–174. https://doi.org/10.2307/2529310
Lee, J. (2025a). EFL adolescents’ engagement in artificial intelligence and peer interaction. Language Learning & Technology, 29(1), 1–21. https://doi.org/10.64152/10125/73643
Lee, J. (2025b). Speaking English with AI or humans: What engages EFL learners more? English Teaching, 80(5), 41–66. https://doi.org/10.15858/engtea.80.5.202512.41
Li, B., Tan, Y. L., Wang, C., & Lowell, V. (2025). Two years of innovation: A systematic review of empirical generative AI research in language learning and teaching. Computers and Education: Artificial Intelligence, 9, Article 100445. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.caeai.2025.100445
Li, L., Zhang, X., Zou, B., & Yang, Q. (2025). AI partner or peer partner? Exploring AI-mediated interaction in EFL pronunciation from a sociocultural perspective. Learning, Culture and Social Interaction, 55, Article 100958. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lcsi.2025.100958
Long, D., & Magerko, B. (2020). What is AI literacy? Competencies and design considerations. In Proceedings of the 2020 CHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems (pp. 1–16). Association for Computing Machinery. https://doi.org/10.1145/3313831.3376727
Malterud, K., Siersma, V. D., & Guassora, A. D. (2016). Sample size in qualitative interview studies: Guided by information power. Qualitative Health Research, 26(13), 1753–1760. https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732315617444
Mercer, S. (2011). Understanding learner agency as a complex dynamic system. System, 39(4), 427–436. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.system.2011.08.001
Nguyen, T. L., & Nguyen, X. Q. (2026). Vietnamese EFL students’ perceptions and preferences for ChatGPT, peer, and teacher feedback in writing revision. Computer-Assisted Language Learning Electronic Journal, 27(2), 173–191. https://doi.org/10.54855/callej.262729
Noroozi, O., Haddadian, G., Gao, X., Schunn, C., Alqassab, M., & Banihashem, S. K. (2025). The value of GenAI for peer feedback provision: Student perceptions and impacts. International Journal of Educational Technology in Higher Education, 22, Article 61. https://doi.org/10.1186/s41239-025-00558-6
Robinson, P. (2001). Task complexity, task difficulty, and task production: Exploring interactions in a componential framework. Applied Linguistics, 22(1), 27–57. https://doi.org/10.1093/applin/22.1.27
Sato, M., & Ballinger, S. (Eds.). (2016). Peer interaction and second language learning: Pedagogical potential and research agenda. John Benjamins. https://doi.org/10.1075/lllt.45
Tuan, D. M., & Lan, L. T. D. (2024). Overcoming a stumbling block: Challenges of English-medium instruction for Vietnamese tertiary students. Studies in English Language and Education, 11(3), 1393–1411. https://doi.org/10.24815/siele.v11i3.36650
