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Abstract
This study explored EFL university lecturers’ perceptions of Al Article History
tools in relation to critical thinking, focusing on perceived Received: 21-Jan-2026
opportunities, acceptable-use boundaries, and assessment Revised :31-Jan-2026
dilemmas at the University of Zawia, Libya. The study addresses a Accepted: 28-June-2024
gap in research because evidences from Libyan universities remain
limited, especially on how lecturers set boundaries and protect Keywords:
assessment validity when Al is widely available. A mixed-methods ~Critical thinking, EFL,
descriptive approach was used, combining a questionnaire (N = Generative Al, Higher
70) and semi-structured interviews (n = 10) to link survey patterns education
with lecturers’ practical explanations and examples. Survey results
showed moderate endorsement of Al opportunities for supporting
critical thinking (M = 3.93, SD = 1.08), especially for language
and comprehension support (M = 4.23, SD = 0.97) and higher-
order question generation (M = 4.03, SD = 1.05). However,
lecturers strongly emphasized boundaries for acceptable Al use (M
= 4.42, SD = 0.89), particularly the need for an institutional policy
(M = 4.60, SD = 0.73) and disclosure of Al use (M = 4.49, SD =
0.86). Assessment dilemmas were high (M = 4.17, SD = 0.98), with
strongest concern about plagiarism/patchwriting risks (M = 4.40,
SD = 0.84) and difficulty judging students’ own critical thinking (M
= 4.24, SD = 0.97). Interview findings reinforced a “benefit-
boundary tension,” highlighting preference for assessment
redesign over detection-based policing. As a specific contribution,
the study proposes an “Opportunity - Boundary - Assessment
redesign” model that translates lecturers’ perceptions into
practical actions for EFL departments. The study recommends
regulated use guidance, staff training, and student integrity
support.
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INTRODUCTION

Critical thinking is widely recognized as a key outcome of higher
education because it supports reasoned judgment, evidence-based decision-
making, and responsible participation in academic and social life (Abdulghani
et al., 2025; Ibrahim et al., 2025). In EFL contexts, critical thinking is also
connected to core language-learning goals such as interpreting texts, evaluating
arguments, and producing well-justified academic writing (Ennis, 2011; Hilman
et al., 2024; Syarifaturrahmatullah et al., 2025). However, developing critical
thinking through English is not always straightforward, because learners must
manage language demands (vocabulary, grammar, and discourse) at the same
time as they manage complex reasoning and interpretation. For this reason, EFL
lecturers often face a dual responsibility where they are supporting language
development while also promoting higher-order thinking such as analysis,
evaluation, and argumentation (Bloom et al., 1956). In practice, this means that
thinking quality in EFL is often judged by language products (essays, reports,
responses, etc.), which makes assessment vulnerable when language can be
generated or heavily assisted by Al tools.

In recent years, the rapid spread of generative artificial intelligence (Al)
tools has added a new layer of complexity to EFL teaching and assessment.
Generative Al systems can produce fluent explanations, summaries, questions,
and essay-style responses, which may support learning when used as
scaffolding, but may also create risks when outputs are treated as “ready-
made” answers (Kasneci et al., 2023; Setiawan et al., 2023; Kasheem, M. et al.,
2025). In EFL classrooms, this issue is especially sensitive because language
accuracy and academic style can be generated quickly, which can hide the real
level of students” understanding and reasoning. As a result, lecturers may
experience a tension between using Al as learning support and protecting the
validity of assessment and the authenticity of student work (Messick, 1995).
Recent research in educational technology argues that, instead of focusing only
on detection, institutions should pay attention to pedagogy, transparency, and
assessment redesign to maintain academic integrity and meaningful learning
outcomes (Bearman et al.,, 2024; Alouzi, 2024; Al Dokali et al.,, 2025). This
concern is also reflected in international scholarship which discusses how
generative Al affects assessment design, evaluative judgment, and academic
integrity (Bearman et al., 2024; Zawacki-Richter et al., 2019), and in empirical
work warning that Al-generated fluency can distort teachers” judgments of
learning evidence in higher education contexts (Kasneci et al., 2023).
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From a learning perspective, Al tools may reduce linguistic and
cognitive barriers by assisting with vocabulary explanations, paraphrasing, and
background knowledge, which can free students’ attention for reasoning and
interpretation (Sweller, 1988; Vygotsky & Cole, 1978). For example, if learners
receive support in understanding a difficult reading passage, they may become
more able to ask questions, consider alternative interpretations, and justify
claims. At the same time, critical thinking requires more than producing fluent
language; it requires careful reasoning, selecting evidence, and reflecting on
uncertainty (Facione, 1990). When students rely heavily on Al outputs, there is a
risk of superficial engagement, weak evidence use, or patchwriting practices
that threaten academic integrity and reduce the visibility of students” own
thinking processes (Bearman et al., 2024; Baroud, 2024; Almajri et al., 2025).
Therefore, the key question is not whether Al can support language learning,
but whether EFL assessment can still capture students” reasoning and evidence
use in a trustworthy way.

These issues are particularly relevant in the Libyan university context,
where EFL lecturers work with students who often have different levels of
English proficiency and limited prior experience with academic argumentation
in English. In such conditions, tools that support language and comprehension
may appear attractive, but assessment becomes more challenging because
lecturers must judge whether assignments represent students’” own critical
thinking or Al-assisted production. Assessment theory emphasizes that the
meaning of scores depends on the quality of evidence collected and the extent
to which tasks truly represent the intended construct (Messick, 1995). Therefore,
lecturers’ perceptions are important not only as attitudes, but also as indicators
of how teaching and assessment may change in response to Al. Moreover,
institutional policy and training availability vary across contexts, so the same Al
tool may produce different outcomes depending on local support, enforcement,
and assessment culture.

Although research on Al in education is expanding, there is still a
practical need to understand how EFL lecturers, as key decision-makers,
perceive Al in relation to critical thinking, boundaries of acceptable use, and
assessment dilemmas, especially in under-researched contexts. Teacher
perceptions matter because they influence classroom rules, task design,
feedback practices, and the implementation of academic integrity expectations
(Zawacki-Richter et al., 2019; Yahya et al., 2025; Wiresti et al., 2025). However,
current discussions often remain general and do not sufficiently describe how
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lecturers negotiate Al use in daily teaching and assessment, particularly within
specific institutional and cultural environments. Moreover, many studies report
“Al benefits and risks” broadly, but provide limited detail on (a) how lecturers
translate perceived benefits into concrete boundary rules, and (b) what
assessment redesign strategies are preferred when integrity and validity
become uncertain.

Accordingly, the novelty of the present study is that it offers a context-
specific, lecturer driven account of Al use in EFL that integrates three elements
in one model: perceived opportunities, preferred boundaries, and assessment
redesign responses. In the Libyan university context, the rapid and often
unregulated spread of generative Al creates a practical problem for EFL
teaching and assessment: while Al can support comprehension and classroom
engagement, it also makes it harder for lecturers to determine whether
submitted work represents students’ own critical thinking or Al-assisted
production. This situation may threaten assessment validity, fairness, and
academic integrity, particularly in writing-based tasks where fluent language
can mask limited reasoning (Boud & Falchikov, 2006; Messick, 1995; Paisun et
al., 2024).

At the University of Zawia, there is still limited empirical evidence on
how EFL lecturers understand these opportunities and risks and how they set
boundaries in real classroom practice. Therefore, this study addresses the
following research questions: (1) What opportunities do EFL lecturers perceive
for generative Al to support students’ critical thinking in EFL learning? (2)
What boundaries do lecturers consider acceptable versus unacceptable for Al
use in EFL courses? (3) What assessment dilemmas do lecturers report
regarding authorship, validity, and academic integrity in Al-supported student
work? (4) How do interview explanations help interpret and contextualize the
survey patterns within the University of Zawia setting?

For this reason, the present study investigates EFL university lecturers’
perceptions at the University of Zawia, Libya, focusing on perceived
opportunities, acceptable-use boundaries, and assessment dilemmas. Using a
mixed-methods descriptive approach (questionnaire and interviews), the study
aims to provide practical evidence to inform department-level policy, teacher
training priorities, and student guidance for responsible Al use in EFL learning
and assessment (Masoud et al., 2025; Maati et al., 2025, Abrahem & Baroud,
2025). As a specific contribution to the current scholarship and scholarly
debates, the study proposes an integrated “Opportunity-Boundary-Assessment
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redesign” framing that can guide future research and help EFL institutions
move from general debates about Al to actionable, assessment-focused policy
and classroom practice.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study employed a mixed-methods descriptive design with an
explanatory sequential (quantity to quality) to examine EFL university
lecturers” perceptions of Al and critical thinking at the University of Zawia,
Libya. The target population was EFL lecturers teaching English-related courses
(e.g., writing, reading, literature, linguistics) across relevant faculties at the
university. A non-probability sampling approach was used because the study
aimed to capture accessible lecturers while ensuring variation in teaching roles.
Specifically, convenience sampling was used for questionnaire distribution,
supported by purposive inclusion to ensure representation of different course
types and experience levels.

The final survey sample included 70 lecturers, selected based on the
criteria that they (a) teach EFL courses at the University of Zawia and (b) have
current involvement in student assessment. Data were first collected through a
questionnaire that contained two sections: (a) background items (teaching
experience, main course taught, Al-use frequency, policy awareness, and
training experience) and (b) 12 closed-ended Likert items measured on a 5-point
scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). The Likert items were
organized into three domains (4 items each): Opportunities, Boundaries, and
Assessment dilemmas, and the item wording focused on classroom and
assessment situations to make responses comparable across lecturers. The
questionnaire was administered online (Google Forms) and remained open for
approximately 2-3 weeks, and responses were screened for completeness before
analysis. Questionnaire data were analyzed wusing descriptive statistics
(frequencies and percentages for categorical variables; means and standard
deviations for each item and domain score). Domain scores were computed by
averaging the four item means within each domain, to provide a clear summary
of lecturers’ overall stance in each area.

Moreover, to enrich and explain the survey patterns, the second phase
used semi-structured interviews with 10 lecturers from the same university.
Interview participants were selected using purposive (maximum-variation)
sampling from those who agreed to be interviewed, to reflect differences in
years of experience, course type, and Al engagement (e.g., frequent vs limited
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Al use). The interviews explored lecturers’ understandings of critical thinking
in EFL, concrete classroom examples of Al benefits and risks, boundary-setting
practices (what they allow and prohibit), and assessment challenges (e.g., take-
home writing credibility, redesigning tasks, and disclosure expectations). Each
interview lasted approximately 30-45 minutes, was conducted in English, and
was audio-recorded with informed consent before transcription. Interview data
were analyzed using thematic analysis with a hybrid coding approach: initial
codes were developed from the study domains (opportunities, boundaries,
dilemmas), while additional codes were allowed to emerge inductively from the
data. To support replicability and trustworthiness, the study used (a) an
interview protocol with the same core questions for all participants, (b) a clear
coding procedure documented by code definitions, and (c) representative
quotes linked to each theme in the Results section.

Validity and reliability procedures were applied to strengthen the quality
of findings. For the questionnaire, content validity was supported through
expert review (two EFL lecturers and one educational measurement specialist)
who checked item clarity, domain alignment, and relevance to EFL assessment.
A small pilot test (n = 10 lecturers) was conducted to confirm that items were
understandable and to refine wording before final distribution. Internal
consistency reliability was checked using Cronbach’s alpha for each domain,
and items were retained because they showed acceptable consistency for a short
scale (a 2 .70 as a minimum guideline). For the qualitative phase, credibility
was supported through member-checking of brief summaries (participants
confirmed the accuracy of main points) and peer debriefing between the
researchers during theme refinement. Finally, integration occurred at the
interpretation stage by comparing survey patterns with interview themes to
explain why lecturers support Al opportunities while also emphasizing strong
boundaries and assessment safeguards.

RESULT AND DISCUSSION
RESULT
Participants’ profile and Al-use background

This subsection describes the lecturer sample and their reported Al-use
context at the University of Zawia (Libya). The questionnaire was completed by
70 EFL university lecturers, representing a range of teaching experience and
course responsibilities. Descriptive statistics (frequencies and percentages) were
used to summarize background variables in a transparent way. Overall, the
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profile indicates that AI is already present in lecturers’” professional
environment, but formal policy awareness and structured training remain
limited, which can explain later concerns about fairness and assessment
validity. This background is important since perceptions of Al often depend on
institutional support and prior exposure; therefore, interpretation of later
findings should consider that many lecturers may be making judgments under
policy uncertainty rather than under clear official guidance (Zawacki-Richter et
al., 2019; Bearman et al., 2024; Masoud et al., 2025).
Table 1. Participant profile and Al-use background (N = 70)

Variable Category n %
1-5 years 14 20.0
Years of teaching 6-10 years 19 27.1
experience 11-15 years 17 243
16+ years 20 28.6
Writing / Academic writing 21 30.0
Main course taught Reading / Comprehension 18 25.7
(primary) Literature 16 22.9
Linguistics / Applied linguistics 15 214
Never 9 12.9
Al-use frequency (any Rarely (monthly or less) 16 22.9
purpose) Sometimes (weekly) 28 40.0
Often (several times/week) 17 243
Awareness of Aware of a clear policy 18 257
university/ d(?partment Al Not aware / unclear 52 74.3

policy

Received training on Al Yes 15 214
for teaching/assessment No 55 78.6

As shown in Table 1, most lecturers reported moderate to long teaching
experience, suggesting that perceptions reflect established teaching practice
rather than only early-career views. Course responsibilities were diverse
(writing, reading, literature, linguistics), which is important because Al risks
and acceptable-use boundaries often differ by course type, especially in writing-
based assessment. Regarding Al engagement, a majority of lecturers indicated
at least occasional Al use for teaching-related tasks (e.g., preparing materials or
generating prompts), while a smaller group reported frequent use. However,
awareness of an institutional or departmental Al policy was not high, and only
a minority reported receiving formal training. This distribution supports the
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interpretation that lecturers’ strong desire for boundaries and policy (reported
in later subsections) is partly shaped by the absence of consistent guidance and
shared enforcement mechanisms. At the same time, an alternative explanation
is that some lecturers may underreport policy awareness or training because
policies are informal or communicated inconsistently across units; therefore,
these results should be read as “perceived clarity” rather than confirmed
institutional absence.
Opportunities: How lecturers think Al can support critical thinking in EFL
Quantitative results

Lecturers at the University of Zawia reported a moderately positive view
of Al as a tool that can support critical thinking in EFL learning. The overall
Opportunities domain score was M = 3.93 (SD = 1.08), indicating that most
respondents tended to agree that Al has pedagogical value, although the level
of agreement was not uniform across items. In particular, the highest
endorsement was for OPP2 (Al supports language so students can focus on
reasoning) with M = 4.23 (SD = 0.97). This suggests that lecturers strongly
recognize Al as a linguistic scaffold in EFL contexts where language difficulty
can limit students” ability to engage in deeper interpretation and evaluation.
The second strongest item was OPP1 (Al helps generate higher-order questions)
with M = 4.03 (SD = 1.05), indicating perceived usefulness for initiating inquiry
and guiding discussion around texts and ideas.

Table 2 Opportunities (Al & Critical Thinking)

Code Statement Mean SD

Al helps students generate higher-order questions

OPF1 about texts (e.g., “why/how” questions). 405 105
Al supports language (vocabulary/grammar) so
OPP2 students can focus more on reasoning and 423 097
interpretation.
OPP3 Al helps students consider alternative interpretations 184 114
and counterarguments.
OPP4 Al prompts/ f'eedbac.k encourage étudents to justify 360 117
claims using textual evidence.
239
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Figure 1 Opportunities (Al & Critical Thinking)
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However, lecturers were more cautious regarding Al's role in
strengthening text-based justification. The lowest opportunity item was OPP4
(AI encourages students to justify claims using textual evidence) with M = 3.60
(SD = 1.17). This pattern shows an important distinction in lecturers’ thinking.
Al is viewed as helpful for supporting access and generating ideas, but less
trusted for building the discipline of evidence-based reasoning that is central to
critical thinking in academic literacy (Primarni et al., 2025; Shalghoum et al.,
2025; Muttagqin et al., 2026). In other words, lecturers’ survey responses suggest
that AI may help students “start thinking,” but does not automatically ensure
that students will verify, cite, and justify their interpretations responsibly.
Qualitative interview themes

Interview findings clarified why lecturers rated certain opportunities
more strongly than others. Under Theme A (Al as scaffolding), lecturers
frequently described Al as useful for vocabulary explanations, background
context, and question prompts that help students enter the text and reduce
comprehension barriers. Under Theme B (Al as idea expander), lecturers noted
that Al can provide alternative interpretations and counterarguments, which
can enrich classroom discussions, but only when the teacher sets clear limits
and asks students to evaluate and refine outputs. At the same time, Theme C
(reduced productive struggle) appeared across interviews. Lecturers worried
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that students may accept Al responses as “final answers,” which can weaken
the intellectual struggle that is often necessary for critical reading and meaning-
making in literature and academic texts (Masuwd et al., 2024; Pallawagau et al.,
2025; Manshur et al., 2025). This concern integrates with the broader debates
that AI may encourage surface-level completion unless teachers explicitly
require evaluation, comparison, and justification steps (Bearman et al., 2024).
Still, this theme reflects lecturers’ professional judgment rather than direct
observation of students’ cognitive processes, so it should be interpreted as
perceived risk rather than proven learning decline.

DISCUSSION

The dominance of OPP2 (language support) is expected in EFL settings
because linguistic difficulty often increases cognitive load and reduces learners’
capacity to engage in higher-level reasoning. When Al assists with vocabulary,
grammar, and background explanations, students can allocate more attention to
analysis, questioning, and evaluation — processes closely associated with critical
thinking (Sweller, 1988; Masuwd, 2024; Ayad et al., 2025). In this sense,
lecturers’ perceptions align with the view of tools as scaffolds that extend
learners’ current performance, especially when tasks are above the learner’s
independent language ability (Vygotsky & Cole, 1978).

Similarly, higher endorsement of OPP1 suggests that lecturers value Al
for initiating inquiry through question generation, which can support dialogic
learning and classroom discussion when questions are used as prompts rather
than as substitutes for interpretation. This interpretation is consistent with
previous literature that describes Al as potentially useful for low-stakes
learning support and ideation, but not automatically reliable for deep reasoning
or academic judgement (Kasneci et al., 2023; Zawacki-Richter et al., 2019). At the
same time, a limitation is that our survey did not measure students’ proficiency
or course level, which may moderate how useful Al scaffolding is in different
classes.

At the same time, the relatively lower endorsement of OPP4 indicates
lecturers” concern that AI does not guarantee disciplined evidence use.
Evidence-based reasoning requires selecting relevant textual proof, connecting
it logically to claims, and acknowledging uncertainty —skills that may be
weakened if students rely on Al-generated explanations without verifying
sources or quoting the text accurately (Facione, 1990; Abdullaha et al., 2026).
Lecturers in interviews repeatedly implied that Al can “sound academic” even
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when reasoning is not grounded in the text, which creates a gap between fluent
language and genuine critical engagement. Therefore, a practical implication is
that lecturers tend to position Al as helpful mainly in pre-thinking stages, such
as pre-reading support, planning, question generation, and brainstorming,
while they are more cautious about Al involvement in final interpretation and
argument justification. This suggests the need for regulated instructional
routines (e.g., “Al for preparation, but human evidence for claims”), so that Al
support does not replace the core practices of critical thinking in EFL literacy.
Boundaries: What lecturers consider acceptable vs. unacceptable Al use
Quantitative results (boundary strength and policy priorities)

Lecturers expressed strong agreement that Al use in EFL should be
governed by clear boundaries. The overall Boundaries domain score was M =
442 (SD = 0.89), indicating a high level of consensus that regulation is
necessary. The most strongly endorsed item was BOUND4 (need for an
institutional policy) with M = 4.60 (SD = 0.73). This suggests that lecturers do
not view Al governance as an individual teacher responsibility only; rather,
they expect departmental or university-level guidance to ensure consistency
across courses and assessments. The second highest item was BOUND2
(students should disclose Al use) with M = 4.49 (SD = 0.86), showing that
transparency is perceived as central for maintaining academic trust. These
findings reflect the concerns that policy clarity is necessary to reduce
inconsistency and to support fair assessment decisions when generative Al
becomes normal in student work. Still, strong agreement here may also reflect
uncertainty and risk perception rather than direct experience with misconduct

cases.
Table 3 Boundaries (acceptable use)
Code Statement Mean SD
BOUNDI Students may use Al for brams‘tormmg, b}lt not for 139 092
producing final answers/interpretations.
BOUND? Students should dlscl.ose Al use when submitting 149 086
assignments.
BOUND3 Al use should be limited during graded 420 104
assessments (e.g., exams, take-home tests).
BOUNDA Teachers need a clear institutional policy on 160 073

acceptable Al use.
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Figure 3 Boundaries (acceptable use)
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A clear “regulated-use” orientation was also visible in BOUND1, where
lecturers supported allowing Al for early-stage support (e.g., brainstorming)
but not for final interpretations, with M = 4.39 (SD = 0.92). This pattern
indicates that lecturers differentiate between process support (permitted) and
product substitution (not permitted). In practical terms, lecturers appear to
endorse Al as a tool that can assist learning activities, while insisting that
assessed outcomes must still represent the student’'s own reasoning and
expression.

Qualitative interview themes (how boundaries are understood)

Interview responses explained the strong boundary scores by
highlighting professional concerns around authorship and assessment
credibility. Under Theme D (support, not authorship), lecturers repeatedly
described Al as acceptable when it supports comprehension, planning, or
practice, but unacceptable when it replaces students” work or voice. Under
Theme E (need for shared rules and training), lecturers emphasized that
informal, teacher-by-teacher rules are not enough; they requested a shared
departmental policy and student training to reduce confusion and to promote
fair enforcement. Finally, Theme F (course-type differences) showed that
lecturers’ strictness is not uniform across the curriculum: boundaries were
described as stricter in writing and assessment-heavy courses, compared with
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literature or reading discussion courses where Al might be used more flexibly
for preparation and support.
Discussion (integrity, uncertainty, and regulated-use policies)

The strong endorsement of boundaries can be interpreted as a response
to uncertainty about authorship and the increased risk of academic misconduct
in Al-mediated learning. When lecturers cannot clearly distinguish students’
own reasoning from Al-generated text, assessment validity is threatened,
particularly in writing-based outcomes where language quality can mask
limited understanding (Boud & Falchikov, 2006). In this study, lecturers’
emphasis on institutional policy (BOUNDA4) reflects a desire to protect fairness
and standardization, which are key principles in responsible assessment
practice (Brown, & Abeywickrama, 2019; Alrumayh, 2025). Put simply, lecturers
seem to be saying, without shared rules, both teaching and grading become
inconsistent. This interpretation is in accordance with scholarly literature which
emphasizing that generative Al challenges traditional assumptions about
authorship and requires assessment redesign rather than reliance on detection
only (Bearman et al., 2024).

Disclosure (BOUND?2) emerged as a preferred mechanism for
transparency and trust, and this aligns with broader integrity approaches that
emphasize openness and ethical authorship practices. However, lecturers also
recognized a practical tension: disclosure is difficult to verify if students do not
report honestly, and teachers often lack reliable tools to prove Al use. This
challenge supports the growing view that assessment redesign and clear task
constraints may be more effective than detection-based policing (Bearman et al.,
2024). Overall, the survey and interview evidence suggest that lecturers lean
toward a regulated-use policy, where Al is permitted for specific functions (e.g.,
brainstorming, language support, question prompts) but prohibited for
outcomes that substitute student authorship (e.g., final interpretations,
complete essays). Such a policy approach keeps Al within a learning-support
role while attempting to protect the integrity of critical thinking assessment in
EFL contexts. However, we should acknowledge a limitation here. The strict
boundaries may reduce equitable access to learning support if some students
depend on Al for language learning; therefore, policy should balance integrity
protection with inclusive learning support, especially for lower-proficiency

learners.
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Assessment dilemmas: Why Al creates grading and validity concerns
Quantitative results (level and pattern of concern)

Lecturers reported high concern about assessment in the presence of Al,
as reflected in the Assessment dilemmas domain score (M = 4.17, SD = 0.98).
The most strongly endorsed dilemma item was DILEM2 (Al increases the risk
of plagiarism/patchwriting) with M = 4.40 (SD = 0.84), indicating that many
lecturers view Al as intensifying textual borrowing problems and reducing
confidence in written submissions. The second highest item was DILEM1 (Al
makes it difficult to judge students” own critical thinking) with M = 4.24 (SD =
0.97).

This suggests that the main worry is not only “cheating” as a moral
issue, but also a measurement problem—Ilecturers are uncertain whether
written work still provides valid evidence of students’ reasoning and
interpretation skills. This result is consistent with assessment literature that
treats validity as evidence-based inference; when evidence is contaminated by
external assistance, score interpretation becomes less defensible (Messick, 1995).
However, our survey cannot determine whether these concerns differ by
discipline, course level, or class size, which may shape lecturers’ assessment

confidence.
Table 4 Assessment dilemmas
Code Statement Mean SD
DILEM1 Al makes it dlff.lcu'lt to.]udg('e students” own critical 404 097
thinking in assignments.
DILEM? Al increases the risk of plagiarism/patchwriting in 140 084

writing tasks.

DILEM3 Current asse.ssm.ent methods are less valid when Al 3.89 107
is widely used by students.

I need training to assess critical thinking fairly in Al-

supported student work. 416  1.02

DILEM4
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Figure 4 Assessment dilemmas
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Although slightly lower, the concern about overall assessment validity
remained strong. DILEM3 (current assessment methods are less valid when Al
is widely used) had M = 3.89 (SD = 1.07), showing that lecturers tend to agree
that traditional take-home assignments may no longer represent student ability
as before. Finally, the high mean for DILEM4 (need training) (M = 4.16, SD =
1.02) indicates that lecturers do not only identify the problem; they also
acknowledge a professional need for practical support to redesign assessment
and to evaluate critical thinking fairly in Al-supported work. An alternative
explanation is that “training need” may reflect rapid technological change
rather than lack of competence. Lecturers may be requesting institutional
integration, shared rubrics, and examples of Al-resilient tasks more than
general Al awareness training.

Qualitative interview themes (how dilemmas are experienced)

Interviews provided strong explanations for the survey pattern. Under
Theme G (unclear student thinking), lecturers repeatedly expressed uncertainty
about authorship and reasoning ownership, especially in assignments that look
“too fluent” compared to students” known level. Under Theme H (limits of
detection), lecturers emphasized that Al-detection tools and plagiarism systems
are not fully reliable, which creates anxiety and sometimes conflict with
students. As a result, many participants shifted the focus from policing to
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redesign. Under Theme I (assessment redesign suggestions), lecturers proposed
practical alternatives such as in-class writing, oral defense, and process
portfolios (drafts, reflections, and evidence trails) to make student thinking
visible and assessable.

Discussion (validity threats and assessment shift)

The results point to a central assessment problem: Al disrupts
authorship, and therefore changes what student work can validly represent. In
assessment theory, validity depends on whether evidence collected from tasks
supports appropriate interpretations of learner ability (Messick, 1995; Hadi &
Masuwd, 2025). When students can outsource large parts of drafting and
reasoning to Al, a traditional take-home essay may no longer measure the
intended construct (critical thinking in EFL), but instead measures access to
tools and ability to prompt or edit outputs. This explains why DILEM1 and
DILEMS3 remain high: lecturers are concerned that assessment results may not
reflect students” real reasoning, interpretation, and evidence use. Still, we
should avoid claiming that take-home essays are “invalid” in all cases. The
results suggest that lecturers perceive reduced confidence in validity when task
conditions and authorship are unclear.

The high endorsement of training needs (DILEM4) suggests that
lecturers do not feel fully equipped to respond with reliable assessment
practices. This is consistent with recent arguments that higher education should
focus less on detection and more on integrity-driven assessment design,
including tasks that elicit authentic performance and verifiable processes
(Bearman et al., 2024; Kasheem, A, et al., 2025). Based on both the survey and
interviews, a key implication is a shift toward process evidence (drafting
histories, justification notes, reflective commentary, and citation checks) and
performance evidence (in-class writing, oral defense, short interpretive tasks
completed under supervision). Such approaches can maintain academic
standards while still allowing limited Al use for learning support, especially at
preparatory stages. In this way, assessment can remain aligned with critical
thinking outcomes while recognizing the new reality of Al access in EFL
contexts.

Integrating survey and interviews: the “benefit-boundary tension” model

When survey and interview findings are considered together, a
consistent pattern emerges that can be described as a benefit-boundary tension.
Quantitatively, lecturers reported moderate agreement that Al can support
critical thinking in EFL (Opportunities: M = 3.93, SD = 1.08), while they also
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endorsed very strong boundaries on acceptable Al use (Boundaries: M = 4.42,
SD = 0.89) and expressed high assessment concerns (Dilemmas: M = 4.17, SD =
0.98). This combined profile suggests that lecturers do not reject Al as a learning
tool; instead, they accept its usefulness mainly for preparation and scaffolding,
while simultaneously expressing a strong need for control to protect assessment
credibility.

The interviews explained this tension clearly. Lecturers described Al as
helpful for reducing language barriers and generating questions (learning
benefits), but also as a source of uncertainty about authorship and evidence of
learning (assessment threat). Such a pattern is consistent with assessment
scholarship emphasizing that technology adoption in education must be
matched with assessment designs that maintain valid inferences about students’
abilities (Boud & Falchikov, 2006; Husin et al., 2025). Thus, this model should
not be interpreted as evidence that Al necessarily harms critical thinking; it
shows that lecturers perceive both benefits and risks, and they prioritize
assessment credibility when stakes are high.

A practical way to represent this integration is a short “translation
model” that links perceived opportunities to concrete safeguards. For example,
when lecturers see Al as useful for vocabulary and context, they prefer a
boundary that limits Al to pre-reading support, and they recommend
assessment redesigns such as in-class interpretation tasks or brief oral
explanation to confirm understanding.

Similarly, when Al is used for idea generation and counterarguments,
lecturers tend to require disclosure and to prohibit full Al-written submissions,
while suggesting process-based portfolios (drafts + reflection) to make student
reasoning visible. Overall, the central interpretive claim of this study is that Al
is acceptable when it supports learning steps, but lecturers want clear
safeguards to protect (a) evidence of critical thinking and (b) academic integrity,
especially in writing-based assessments. This aligns with recent arguments that
institutions should prioritize integrity-driven assessment redesign over
detection-only approaches (Bearman et al, 2024; Elihami et al, 2024;
Sulistyowati et al., 2025).

Practical implications for the University of Zawia

The findings imply the need for a structured and shared response at the
department level, rather than individual teacher solutions. First, the English
department (or faculty) can introduce a simple policy template that includes: (1)
a disclosure statement (students indicate when and how Al was used), (2) a list
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of allowed uses (e.g., vocabulary support, background summaries, question
prompts, outlining), and (3) prohibited outputs (e.g., Al-generated full essays,
final interpretations submitted as student work, fabricated references, or copied
Al text without citation). Such policy clarity can reduce inconsistency across
courses and improve fairness, which lecturers emphasized as a major concern in
interviews and which is important for sustainable assessment practice (Brown
& Abeywickrama, 2019; Alrumayh et al., 2025; Masuwd, 2026; Hajijah et al.,
2025). Policy should also include brief examples of acceptable vs unacceptable
use, because students often interpret rules differently when guidance is general.
At the same time, policy should avoid overly broad prohibitions that may push
Al use underground; a realistic policy may work better when it combines
permission (for learning support) with accountability (disclosure and evidence-
based requirements).

Second, lecturers’ high agreement on training needs suggests three
immediate professional development priorities: (a) prompt literacy for
pedagogical use (designing prompts that require reasoning and evidence rather
than producing final answers), (b) verification routines (teaching and assessing
textual evidence use, source checking, and identifying hallucinated claims), and
(c) Al-resilient assessment design, such as oral defenses, timed in-class writing,
process portfolios, and reflective commentaries that document reasoning steps.
These approaches are consistent with assessment perspectives that emphasize
aligning tasks with learning outcomes and capturing evidence of thinking, not
only final products (Boud & Falchikov, 2006; Messick, 1995; Hasibuan et al.,
2024). Third, students need clear guidance to develop responsible Al practices
in EFL: short training sessions or course handouts can focus on academic
integrity, citation and acknowledgement of assistance, fact-checking, and
reflective use (e.g., students explain what they accepted/rejected from Al
outputs and why). In this way, the University of Zawia can benefit from Al as a
learning support tool while protecting critical thinking outcomes and
maintaining assessment credibility.

CONCLUSION

This study examined how EFL lecturers at the University of Zawia
(Libya) perceive generative Al in relation to critical thinking and assessment.
Overall, lecturers recognized meaningful opportunities for Al to support EFL
learning, mainly by reducing language barriers and helping students generate
questions and alternative viewpoints. This pattern is consistent with
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international discussions that generative Al can function as learning scaffolding
and idea-generation support, particularly in language-mediated tasks. At the
same time, lecturers strongly supported clear boundaries, especially disclosure
of Al use and the development of institutional policy, indicating that Al
acceptance is conditional rather than open-ended. Such boundary emphasis
aligns with assessment scholarship that highlights the need for clear rules and
shared standards to protect fairness and credible score interpretation when
authorship becomes uncertain. Importantly, assessment concerns were high:
lecturers expressed that Al makes it difficult to judge students’ real critical
thinking and increases the risk of plagiarism and patchwriting, which can
weaken the validity of traditional take-home assignments. Therefore, the main
conclusion is that Al is not simply a “tool to adopt” in EFL; it changes what
counts as evidence of learning, and it pushes departments to rethink assessment
conditions and documentation of student reasoning.

The integrated findings suggest that the key issue is not only whether Al
can be useful, but how EFL departments can protect evidence of learning while
allowing limited, pedagogically meaningful use. Beyond the University of
Zawia, these findings have broader implications for similar higher education
contexts where policy guidance and staff training may be developing:
universities may need regulated-use frameworks that define allowed Al
functions (support) while safeguarding prohibited outcomes (authorship
substitution). In response, the study supports a regulated-use approach in
which Al is permitted for preparation (e.g., vocabulary support, context,
outlining, and question prompts) but restricted for final assessed products
unless clearly acknowledged and accompanied by process evidence. This
conclusion moves the discussion from general debates about “Al
benefits/risks” toward a practical assessment-focused direction, where validity
is strengthened through process evidence (drafts, justification notes, reflection)
and performance checks (in-class writing and oral defense). Practical steps for
the University of Zawia include establishing departmental guidelines,
providing teacher training in Al-resilient assessment (e.g., in-class tasks, oral
defense, portfolios, and reflective justifications), and offering students explicit
instruction on integrity, citation, and verification. These measures can help
maintain critical thinking outcomes in EFL while responding realistically to the
growing presence of generative Al in university learning. Future research can
extend this work by testing whether these assessment redesign strategies
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improve the quality of evidence for critical thinking and reduce integrity
concerns across different EFL course types and student proficiency levels.
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