4

[bookmark: _Hlk227940282]                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                





Thematic Analysis

Name 
[Institution Name]
[Course Code/Title]
[Instructor Name]
[Date]


Thematic Analysis
As artificial intelligence has progressed from innovation to a mainstream feature in education, it is changing students' learning experiences. A collection of relevant data is therefore necessary to comprehend these experiences (Aityan, 2022). This demands a research methodology that investigates the effects of AI on student learning, academic integrity, and well-being. For that purpose, thematic analysis is a suitable qualitative approach, since it will enable thorough exploration of these impacts and a better understanding of the student experience.
Qualitative Data Collection Methods
The first step towards understanding the complexity of AI in education is deciding on effective methods for collecting data. Different qualitative methods are available; however, one relevant factor in method selection is the researchers' required level of detail. Open-ended surveys have the benefit of targeting large and diverse groups of students and providing researchers with a broad overview of students' knowledge of and use of AI technologies. However, there are limits to what surveys can offer for exploring issues in depth. The researcher cannot ask follow-up questions to probe in more detail about students' motivations, concerns, and other contextual issues.
In contrast, focus groups offer opportunities for discussion and knowledge exchange. It is especially helpful when examining the interactions of a group and social or ethical issues, including norms regarding AI use in scholarly activity. Nevertheless, focus groups are prone to biases, such as groupthink, which is the tendency of people to hold back their actual opinions to prevent contradiction or criticism at the hands of other group members.
Semi-structured interviews are best for investigating learning experiences and practices. This is a flexible way to ask the student to elaborate on their responses, as well as ask questions for clarification and follow up on novel ideas. Students may share new ideas, such as using AI to "rubber duck" in computer programming, or to remove writer's block. This is essential in the rapidly evolving field of AI, as students will come up with novel solutions.
Thematic Analysis Framework
This research is driven by thematic analysis. As Hübner (2024) argues, methodological integrity requires a rigorous approach from gathering data to analysis based on the researcher's structured engagement with the material rather than interpretation. Aityan (2022) also confirms that analysis of qualitative data must start with interpretation, which can fall under deductive or inductive categories, depending on the study. In this instance, an inductive approach is taken, progressing from thorough literature scanning and re-scanning through to the creation of initial codes which are subsequently grouped into themes, in line with Lofgren's coding and indexing framework.
This process applied to research on AI and learning identified and refined three patterns into the following three themes from the existing body of qualitative research. The first is the Productivity Paradox, where students perceive greater efficiency and time savings (Palmer III, 2025) through AI's productivity gains, but this masks a decline in research skills and an increase in AI dependency. Kong et al. (2024) whose semi-structured interviews with nursing undergraduates reveal shifting emotional responses at different stages of AI-assisted learning, also show that the perceived productivity of AI often progresses to uncertainty and reliance. The second theme is Cognitive Offloading, whereby Gerlich (2025) finds a substantial negative correlation between regular use of AI and critical thinking, concluding that it does not enhance reasoning processes, but rather circumvents them. This is supported by Quibuen et al. (2025), who observe that students' use of AI technologies presents continuous cognitive and motivational challenges in a changing academic world. The third theme is the Integrity Dilemma, where students in several studies experience a mixture of the academic benefits of AI and moral dilemmas over plagiarism and academic integrity. Muzumdar and Cheemalapati (2025) also link this dilemma to bigger questions of how students reconcile their AI experiences with other educational values and norms, whereby there is an increasingly blurred use of AI in relation to students' own thinking. These three themes show that the experiences of AI for higher education students are driven by a dynamic balance of opportunities and risks, which must be considered in future education policy.
Conclusion
Semi-structured interviews and thematic analysis allow this study to delve into the use of AI in higher education. Through empirical evidence from multiple qualitative studies, AI is shown to have both transformative and disruptive effects, creating a Personal Tutor Paradigm through which personalised and accessible learning may be realised, while also generating a Cognitive Offloading crisis in which thinking skills are steadily eroded. The Integrity Dilemma also adds to the complexity of this narrative, as students grapple with questions of good and bad use of AI. These themes together highlight the need for education policy to move away from a simple embrace or rejection of AI and to equip policymakers with sophisticated models that capture both the accessibility and affordability of AI and the legitimacy of students' thinking skills, helping to steer students towards safe and emergent pathways in higher education.
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