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Abstract: As generative AI models such as ChatGPT reshape language education,
understanding how teachers engage with AI-mediated practices and negotiate pro-
fessional identities becomes essential. This longitudinal multiple-case qualitative
study investigates how non-native pre-service English teachers at a university in the
Hong Kong SAR, China, developed AI literacies and negotiated their professional
identities during a 13-week M.Ed. course integrating ChatGPT-facilitated pedagogy.
Notably, the study draws on Darvin and Norton’s investment model, reconceptual-
izing AI literacies as situated social practices that mediate the negotiation of identity,
capital, and ideology. Data were collected through end-of-course interviews, learner
artifacts, and teaching materials. Findings reveal that PSTs’ development of AI lit-
eracies is a multidimensional process involving (1) recognizing AI’s (linguistic)
strengths, (2) refining prompt engineering competencies, and (3) cultivating critical
awareness of AI’s limitations and strategic use. While participants leveraged AI-
mediated linguistic, cultural, and technical capital to enhance perceived pro-
fessionality and assert more legitimate language teacher identities, their tendency to
adopt AI-generated “native-like” outputs without sufficient critical evaluation may
risk reinforcing existing linguistic hegemony. The study offers practical implications
for integrating AI literacies development into teacher education, balancing techno-
logical affordances with emancipatory pedagogy.
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1 Introduction

In language education, the integration of artificial intelligence (AI) technologies,
particularly large language models like ChatGPT, raises critical questions about
teachers’ preparedness and identity development in this transforming educational
landscape (Guan et al. 2025a; Rajak et al. 2024). Pre-service teachers (PSTs), especially
multilingual PSTs who are labelled as “non-native” English teachers (NNETs), face
unique challenges in this AI-enhanced environment. As emerging professionals, they
must navigate AI integration while constructing their professional identities at a
crucial stage of their career development (Ayanwale et al. 2024). For NNETs, this
navigation becomes particularly complex as they have historically struggled with
perceived inadequacies in establishing professional legitimacy compared with
native English teachers (NETs; Aneja 2016; Holliday 2006). The intersection of their
pre-service status and “non-native” identity creates a unique and under-researched
context for examining how emerging professionals adapt to the AI-mediated
educational landscape and negotiate their identity and legitimacy in the process
(Guan et al. 2025a).

These challenges have led scholars to examine the concept of AI literacy in
language education contexts, an area that remains under-explored, particularly
regarding teachers rather than students (Ayanwale et al. 2024;Ma et al. 2024; Sperling
et al. 2024). While early approaches to AI literacy focused primarily on technical
competencies and skills (e.g., Kandlhofer et al. 2016; Long andMagerko 2020; Ng et al.
2021a, 2021b), recent scholarship has begun to reconceptualize AI literacies as social
practices embedded in specific contexts and power relations (Guan et al. 2025a; Liu
et al. 2024). This shift recognizes that teachers do not simply learn to operate AI tools;
rather, they engage in situated practices that are inherently social and intertwined
with identity, power and ideology. Grounded in (critical) digital literacies research
(Darvin 2024; Darvin and Hafner 2022; Jiang and Gu 2023), this perspective particu-
larly illuminates how NNETs navigate the affordances and constraints of AI while
developing their language teacher identity (LTI) in contexts where their legitimacy
has often been questioned.

This study examines how “non-native” pre-service English teachers develop AI
literacies and negotiate their identities through engagement in ChatGPT-facilitated
pedagogy. Darvin and Norton’s (2023) model of investment was adopted to reframe
PSTs’ participation in AI-mediated practices as social practices informed by identity,
capital and ideology. In so doing, the study reveals how these interactions influence
their AI literacies practices and shape their evolving professional identities.
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2 Literature review

2.1 AI in language education: emerging landscape for PSTs

The emergence of AI technologies, specifically generative models like ChatGPT, has
fundamentally transformed language teaching and learning practices (Liang et al.
2023). These technologies offer unprecedented capabilities in language processing
and feedback provision, introducing new possibilities for personalized learning
experiences and immediate linguistic support (Huang et al. 2023). For example, Ji
et al.’s (2022) systematic review suggested that conversational AIs could assist lan-
guage teachers by playing the role of “a conversational partner, feedback provider,
resource provider, and needs analyst” (p. 57).

However, such integration also raises critical questions about teachers’
readiness and preparedness to adapt to an increasingly AI-mediated educational
landscape (Ayanwale et al. 2022; Du et al. 2024; Guan et al. 2025a; Lan 2024).
Research across diverse disciplines has indicated that teachers often struggle with
when and how to integrate AI tools effectively (ElSayary 2024), anxiety and
bewilderment about using new technology (Li and Huang 2020), and apprehen-
sion regarding AI as a threat to students’ critical thinking and writing abilities
(Hong 2023), etc. Furthermore, studies have also underscored the risks associated
with poorly guided AI use, particularly its potential to perpetuate existing ste-
reotypes and hegemonies, diminish learner autonomy, and facilitate academic
misconduct (De Roock 2024; Tang and Su 2024). These findings emphasize the need
for critical and reflective engagement with this inherently imperfect tool (Dai and
Hua 2025).

PSTs represent a crucial demographic as they occupy a unique position as future
educators and face unique challenges adapting to the AI-enhanced educational
context. At the early stage of their professional development, PSTs’ developing atti-
tudes and competencies toward AI will profoundly influence their future teaching
practices, and thus potentially affect a large number of students in understanding
and employing AI technologies (Sperling et al. 2024). However, the challenges of AI
integration are also acute for PSTs, as they must navigate this technological trans-
formation during a crucial period where their professional identities and pedagog-
ical practices are yet to be established (Guan et al. 2025a; Lan 2024). These challenges
become even more pronounced as AI technologies continue to evolve rapidly,
requiring PSTs to constantly adapt and update their understanding and approaches
accordingly.
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2.2 Conceptualizing AI literacies as social practices

Given the evolving AI-mediated landscape and the challenges it presents for lan-
guage teachers, AI literacy has been increasingly recognized as a crucial competency
for teachers (Ayanwale et al. 2024; Du et al. 2024; Ma et al. 2024; Sperling et al. 2024).
Early conceptualizations primarily focused on technical or operational compe-
tencies, defining AI literacy as the ability to critically evaluate, communicate and
collaborate effectively with AI tools purposefully across various contexts
(Kandlhofer et al. 2016; Long and Magerko 2020; Ng et al. 2021a, 2021b). More specific
to language teachers, AI literacy has been conceptualized to emphasize teachers’
ability to understand AI usage for pedagogical purposes, including its functionalities,
limitations, and ethical implications, without the need to grasp the complexity of the
underlying technology and technical issues (Liang et al. 2023; Ma et al. 2024). This
skill-oriented approach offers a comprehensive framework that is conducive to
operationalization, outlining specific skills and knowledge relevant to guiding and
assessing teachers’ competency in using AI tools effectively.

Nevertheless, the complexities of engaging with AI practices necessitate moving
beyond viewing AI literacy as merely a set of technical skills. Instead, recent schol-
arship argues that AI literacies should be viewed as social practices of negotiating the
affordances and constraints of AI platforms while demonstrating a critical aware-
ness of how AI platforms can be biased in providing information (Liu et al. 2024).
Grounded in the concept of (critical) digital literacies (Darvin 2024; Darvin and
Hafner 2022), the conceptualization of AI literacies recognizes that users’ engage-
ment with AI technologies is diversified, context-bound and intertwined with one’s
identities, resources, and social purposes. Thus, “literacies” in plural form can
effectively indicate that users negotiate the affordances and constraints of AI tools in
different ways to achieve various purposes, resulting in diversified, contextualized
AI-related practices.

Moreover, Darvin (2024) argues that digital tools are never neutral, as platform
designs and algorithms often index the interests of specific institutions and in-
dividuals. Therefore, AI literacies are circumscribed by power relations and in-
equalities and more specifically, critical AI literacies involve practices of
interrogating how power operates in the reproduction of ideologies, inequalities and
modes of exclusion in these AI platforms (Ghimire 2025; Leander and Burriss 2020).
Overall, this shift from AI literacy to AI literacies recognizes that engaging with AI is
inherently social, involving negotiations of power, identity, and social purposes. As
Liu et al. (2024) commented, AI literacies cast a light on “the particular competencies,
attitudes, and dispositions needed to use AI tools in agentive ways” (p. 20).
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2.3 Negotiation of LTI in AI-enhanced language teaching

The social practice perspective on AI literacies becomes particularly relevant when
considering how teachers construct their professional identities in AI-enhanced
environments. LTI has long been recognized as a central issue in teachers’ profes-
sional development, affecting their beliefs, emotions and professional practices
(Kanno and Stuart 2011; Norton 2016). It is the continuous process of teachers
negotiating their roles, values and behaviours through engaging in varying dis-
courses and practices, influenced by diverse cognitive, sociocultural, and emotional
factors (Beauchamp and Thomas 2009; Pennington and Richards 2016; Yuan and Lee
2015). LTI is widely regarded as a focal point for research and discussions on lan-
guage teacher education (Kanno and Stuart 2011), with the field committed to
exploring key events that shape its development. In the context of AI integration,
PSTs are not only adapting to this emerging technology but also redefining their
interactions with these powerful tools, thereby reimagining their LTIs in potentially
transformative ways.

Formultilingual teachers, this identity negotiation becomes evenmore complex.
Studies have extensively documented how NNETs often struggle with professional
legitimacy due to entrenched native-speakerism – a dominant ideology in English
language teaching (ELT) that privileges and legitimizes NETs overNNETs (Aneja 2016;
Holliday 2006; Park 2012). They often experience the “impostor syndrome” (Bernat
2008), a feeling of lack of confidence in one’s English proficiency, fearing that their
English will be judged negatively by students and others. Consequently, they tend to
experience barriers in developing a confident professional self-image, which could
affect their pedagogical choices and classroom authority (Creese et al. 2014). These
identity negotiations become particularly relevant in light of AI integration, as
generative AI’s capacity to produce native-like language output effortlessly might
introduce new dimensions to multilingual teachers’ identity and legitimacy.

In a recent study, Tsou et al. (2024) investigated the potential role of ChatGPT in
empowering English-medium instruction (EMI) teachers of STEM subjects in Chinese
Taiwan to develop a competent EMI teacher identity through a professional devel-
opment programme. The study found that ChatGPT can serve as an empowering EMI
teacher companion by easing their insecurity regarding the lack of English profi-
ciency and encouraging them to engage with students more attentively. Similarly,
Ghiasvand and Seyri (2025) study also found that AI significantly contributed to
Iranian English as a foreign language (EFL) teachers’ identity (re)construction in
ways such as enhancing teachers’ professional expertise and knowledge base and
spurring teachers to be self-reflective practitioners. Meanwhile, Guan et al. (2024)
conducted a mixed-method study of English learners in the informal digital learning
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context. The findings revealed that AI-mediated informal digital learning practices
can improve university English learners’ oral proficiency, but AI conversational
partner alone is not adequate to sustain continuous extramural learning practices.
Their (2025a) qualitative inquiry of AI-integrated training for pre-service teachers
also indicates a lack of understanding and training for PSTs to effectively and
adequately integrate AI into their learning-to-teach practices as a process of teacher
identity negotiation.

The intersection of pre-service and “non-native” English teacher identities
provides a valuable lens for examining LTI in AI-enhanced environments. This dual
positioning at themargins of professional authoritymakes their engagement with AI
technologies particularly significant for understanding how power relations and
professional identities are negotiated in emerging technological contexts. However,
despite this relevance, there remain significant gaps in the literature concerning how
these identities evolve amid the integration of AI.

2.4 Research gaps and theoretical framework

While existing research has examined pre-service language teachers’ perceptions of
AI tools (ElSayary 2024; Guan et al. 2025a), there are significant gaps in understanding
the complex process through which PSTs develop AI literacies under guided, AI-
facilitated pedagogy. Meanwhile, although PSTs’ and NNETs’ identity has been
extensively studied (Park 2012; Yuan and Lee 2015), theways inwhichAI technologies
introduce new dimensions to these identity negotiations remain underexplored.
These gaps highlight the urgent need for research that examines how teachers
engagewith AI-mediated practices to developAI literacies and construct professional
identities. Understanding this process is crucial for informing teacher education
practices in the age of AI.

To this end, Darvin and Norton’s (2023) model of investment serves as a valuable
theoretical framework, reframing AI-mediated pedagogical activities as situated
social practices and thereby effectively acknowledging the diverse social contexts
faced by these “non-native” PSTs. Investment refers to “the choice to participate in a
social practice (such as AI use) and involves understanding the material and sym-
bolic context in which this choice is made” (Darvin and Norton 2023, p. 33). In the
context of AI integration, investment acknowledges that learners need to negotiate
their resources and assert their identities in order to invest in AI practices (Darvin
and Norton 2023).

The model emphasizes three interconnected components: identity (the multiple
positions that individuals take up or are assigned), capital (various forms of
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resources that can be converted into symbolic power), and ideology (dominant
values and power structures that influencewhat practices are considered legitimate)
(Figure 1).

Identity is “how a person understands his or her relationship to the world, how
that relationship is structured across time and space, and how the person un-
derstands possibilities for the future” (Norton 2016, p. 45). Capital, drawn upon
Bourdieu’s (1986) conceptualization, denotes how power exists in various forms and
is distributed to represent the structure of the social world. When different forms of
capitals are perceived and recognized as legitimate in specific fields, they become
what Bourdieu calls symbolic capital, which constitutes symbolic power – an
“invisible” power embedded in the social fabric, operating through norms, values,
and language and supporting dominant power structures and social orders
(Kramsch 2021). In the investmentmodel, ideology extends beyond language ideology
to encompass broaderways of thinking that shape the dominant beliefs and practices
of specific social groups or entities. Ideologies are important in understanding in-
vestment as they assign value to capital and make identity construction “created,
sustained and contested” (Gee 2000, p. 114).

In Darvin and Norton’s (2023) investment model, identity, capital, and ideology
function as interconnected components that collectively shape how learners engage
with language practices. Identity positions influence what forms of capital one seeks
to acquire, while the capital one possesses affects how they can position themselves
in various contexts. Simultaneously, prevailing ideologies determine which identi-
ties are recognized as legitimate and which forms of capital are valued in specific
fields. For “non-native” PSTs navigating AI-enhanced environments, this theoretical
lens is particularly relevant as it illuminates how their investment in AI-mediated
practices may be influenced by their evolving self-perception (identities), their ac-
cess to linguistic and technical resources (capital), and the dominant societal beliefs

Figure 1: Model of L2 investment (Darvin and Norton 2023, p. 42).
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about language teaching expertise and AI use (ideology). The model thus provides a
comprehensive framework for examining how these teachers might negotiate their
professional development amid technological innovation.

Moreover, the notion of investment can be adopted to explore how modes of
exclusion operate in professional contexts where language learners and teachers
position themselves and are positioned not only in terms of different social (Zhang
and Darvin 2025) and professional (Guan et al. 2025b; Zhang 2024b; Zhang and Huang
2024) identities but also in terms of how learners can be empowered through critical
pedagogies that enable them to claim as legitimate speakers of the language (Gon-
zales et al. 2025; Zhang and Wilkinson 2024). The model of L2 investment is partic-
ularly relevant for examining how “non-native” PSTs develop AI literacies because it
recognizes the multiple identity positions teachers navigate (Norton and Toohey
2011), the shifting context of teacher identity negotiation (Zhang and Huang 2024),
how PSTs invest in and divest from specific learning-to-teach practices (Zhang
2024b).

In the Chinese context, “non-native” learners of English can be empowered to
counter insidious (neo)colonial ideologies and invest in their identities as legitimate
users of World Englishes (Zhang and Wilkinson 2024) through a critical pedagogy
that changed their attitudes towardsWorld Englishes varieties (Gonzales et al. 2025).
In the use of AI tools, learners may resort to such tools as the source of authority
(Loftus and Madden 2020), potentially shifting the power relationship between
language learners and “native” speakers. Also, as “non-native” learners of English,
PSTs may develop different AI “literacies” that are “intrinsically diverse, historically
and culturally variable, practices with (AI) texts” (Collins and Blot 2003, p. 4). Despite
the problematic conceptualization of PSTs as “non-native”, a positioning that chal-
lenges their ownership of English and legitimate identity as users ofWorld Englishes
(Zhang in press), digital tools such as online tutoring platforms can facilitate or even
encourage their users to enact native-speakerism (Curran 2023a). For instance,
teachers positioned to diverge from expectations of nativeness can be rated lower
(Curran 2023b). Despite the biases and stereotypes embedded in AI output (Zhang
and Gonzales 2025), little attention has been directed to how PSTs actually invest in
their professional teacher identities and learning-to-teach practices involving AI.
While AI can enhance learner motivation (Guan et al. 2025b), highly motivated
language learners may not necessarily invest in the corresponding language and
literacy practices (Darvin and Norton 2023). Aligned with the theoretical framework,
we propose one research question to address this issue: How do “non-native” pre-
service English teachers develop AI literacies and negotiate their LTIs through in-
vestment in AI-mediated practices?
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3 Methodology

3.1 Design

This study employs a longitudinal multiple-case approach with an aim for an in-
depth understanding of a small group of participants in a situated context (Duff
2014). By selecting eight cases, the study enables a thematic analysis that extends
beyond individual instances, capturing the evolution of learner behaviors and
perspectives over time. The authors, as both researchers and practitioners, adopt a
proactive stance, collaboratively driving change within their distinct sociocultural
contexts.

3.2 Participants and context

The present study was conducted over a 13-week English PST education course,
offered from January to April 2024 at a public university in Hong Kong SAR, China.
The second/corresponding author, serving as the course lecturer and coordinator,
was responsible for designing the course, delivering lectures, and integrating
ChatGPT into both in-class and extracurricular learning activities for 61 M.Ed. stu-
dents. After designing the study and relevant protocols, at the end of the term, the
second/corresponding author introduced the project to the students, eleven of whom
volunteered to participate. From this group, eight participants (see Table 1) were
selected based on (a) their diverse linguistic and regional backgrounds, and (b) their
willingness to provide all learner artifacts and the relevance of those artifacts to key
themes of the study.

Table : Participant profiles.

Name Gender L L L Region of birth Program

May Female Mandarin Jiangxi dialect English Jiangxi M.Ed. (EAP)
Emma Female Mandarin English / Sichuan M.Ed. (EAP)
Elizabeth Female Cantonese Mandarin English Guangdong M.Ed. (EAP)
Julie Female Mandarin Sichuan dialect English Sichuan M.Ed. (EAP)
Victoria Female Mandarin English / Hebei M.Ed. (EAP)
Luna Female Chaoshan dialect Mandarin English Guangdong M.Ed. (EAP)
Christine Female Mandarin Cantonese English Guangdong M.Ed. (EAP)
Tom Male Cantonese Mandarin English Guangdong M.Ed. (EAP)
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The development of digital literacies in the AI era is crucial forHongKong,which
aims to become a leading global “Smart City” (Education Bureau 2015). Despite sig-
nificant progress in the 2017 Smart City Blueprint (Education Bureau 2023), more
empirical studies are needed to understand how different stakeholders in education
can be empowered to use AI for different purposes in real-life contexts.

In the course, students were invited to engage with AI practices by using
ChatGPT as a part of the larger university-level project called 6P model that consists
of “Plan writing, Prompting questions and text, Previewing draft(s), Producing an
assignment, Peer review, and Portfolio tracking”. These six phases, interactive and
iterative in nature, aim to promote the use of AI-enabled text-generating tools such as
ChatGPT for the development of critical and/or reflective thinking by students. In the
course, PSTs need to submit an 8000-word literature review of a topic in the field of
ELT as the most important part of their final assessment, following the 6P process.
This pedagogical model corresponds to self-regulated learning, where students set
goals and plan theirway ofwriting forward in thefirst step (Zimmerman 2002), apply
writing strategies and AI knowledge that they learn in class and monitor their own
writing progress in steps two to five (Guo 2022), and reflect upon their writing and
learning processes and the formulation of strategies for future writing and learning
tasks involving AI (Bavlı 2023).

3.3 Data collection and analysis

Guidance was provided in various AI-facilitated learning-to-teach activities (see
Appendix A). Both authors speak Mandarin as the mother tongue, sharing the ethnic
and linguistic backgrounds of the participants. The eight participants selected were
invited to a 1:1 Zoom techno-reflective narrative interview (TRNI; Zhang, 2023, 2024a)
post-course in April 2024, conducted in Mandarin, the shared mother tongue be-
tween the interviewer (a mainland Chinese research assistant of the corresponding
author) and interviewees. The TRNIs, lasting 60–105 minutes, explored L2 learners’
investment in English language and literacy practices in EMI settings, revisiting their
ChatGPT use and digital literacies involving ChatGPT and reflecting on their class-
room engagementwith AI. Thefirst author, in the role of research assistant, analyzed
interview transcripts and conducted initial data analysis of all the learner artifacts
and teaching materials provided by the second author.

We conducted a thematic analysis of eight interview transcripts and learner
artifacts, generating initial codes, identifying emergent themes, and detecting pat-
terns. The datawere coded usingNVivo 12,first following an inductive approachwith
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line-by-line coding to capture both implicit and explicit meanings, and later mapped
onto the model of L2 investment (Darvin and Norton 2023) to generate themes. For
instance, “with ChatGPT being so powerful, I wonder if there’s still a place for us as
English teachers” was assigned the code “teacher identity crisis”, as this utterance
expressed worries and concern regarding how ChatGPT’s language ability may
threaten English teachers’ (especially NNETs’) perceived expertise according to the
context. Codes were later triangulated by cross-referencing different data sources
(interviews and learner artifacts) to confirm or refine the emergent themes, which
was a process of iterative analysis and reflexivity. The coding scheme is attached in
Appendix B.

4 Results and discussions

4.1 Developing AI literacies: perceptual change, prompt
literacy, and critical practices

Participants’ development of AI literacies follows a complex trajectory that in-
tegrates changes in perceptions of AI and its use, developing prompt literacies as a
part of AI literacies, and critical AI practices.

Initially, many participants exhibited either unfamiliarity with or strong resis-
tance to AI tools, rooted notmerely in technological ignorance but also in deeply held
beliefs and biases about academic traditions and AI ethics. As May articulated,

I used to be very resistant to AI…Perhaps I’m a rather rigid person. In the past, I believed that
doing academic work should be a professional process, and that tools like ChatGPT and
Grammarly should be avoided. I felt it was kind of like cheating. But later on,…this semester, in
various classes, teachers encouraged us to use these tools, saying that they can help us learn a
lot. So I slowly started to accept them. (May-interview)

This initial negative attitude reflects how (non-)investment in AI practices is inher-
ently tied to one’s understanding of legitimate participation in academic activities
and imagined identity, which aremediated by societal beliefs and prejudice about AI
and its use. Akin to how PSTs may invest in and divest from learning-to-teach
practices (Zhang 2024b), PSTs in this study, such as May, divested from her AI lit-
eracies practices, holding the belief that using AI equals academic dishonesty.
However, as she gained more exposure to ChatGPT over the course, she came to
realize its strength and talked enthusiastically about its ability to generate linguis-
tically professional output in an instant.
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Interviewer: How do you think of the article generated by ChatGPT?

May: It’s very professional.

Interviewer: Why do you think it is professional?

May: Its wording and sentences, grammar, structure, and supporting ideas were all very
convincing. When we wrote the article by ourselves under time constraints, we were mentally
tense. And when you write, you usually come up with one idea at a time, jot it down, and then
refine the language. But GPT could generate a fully structured essay almost instantly, with
sophisticated vocabulary and well-crafted sentences. If we were writing ourselves, there’s no
waywe could come upwith somany high-level words all at once. Honestly, I feel like its abilities
are way beyond what an average person can do. (May-interview)

This emphasis on ChatGPT’s strength in writing native-like English turns out to be a
prominent perception among PSTs – when asked about the strength of AI, they
constantly referred to the way it produced “perfect” English, including “fancy vo-
cabulary”, “excellent sentences”, and the complex use of syntactic structures.
Interestingly, this focus on ChatGPT’s advantage in English language quality is
particularly pronounced during the interviews. In learner artifacts documenting
participants’ peer- and self-evaluations of ChatGPT-revised and -generated articles,
the focus was primarily on logic, argumentation, and coherence. For example, when
Emma commented on Luna’s article, she noted “After ChatGPT has revised the
version, the text becomes more logical. Explanation should be presented logically
and briefly, and use more specific numbers to ensure persuasiveness” (Emma-
learner artifact). This shows that while they are able to critically evaluate the content
of ChatGPT’s output, they are more impressed by its ability to produce high-quality
English. This suggests that for pre-service English teachers, recognizing ChatGPT’s
language strengthmay serve as a prerequisite to invest in AI practices and developAI
literacies.

PSTs’ development of AI literacies was also significantly supported by their
growing mastery of prompt engineering and output management. Under detailed
guidance provided by the teacher, participants were able to improve their abilities to
generate detailed, appropriate, and targeted prompts and make modifications when
necessary.

The task for writing the article was assigned during the last 20minutes of the class, andwewere
already exhausted…Writing such an article at that point was challenging, cause our language
use was quite basic, and we didn’t consider which vocabulary would be appropriate for chil-
dren, our target students. The structure of our writing wasn’t clear either. However, GPT could
tailor the output according to the instructions we provided. I remember the teacher required us
to write prompts that included the age of the children who would read the article, the word
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limitation, and the genre. And ChatGPT generated a piece with a clear narrative structure,
which was much better suited for children’s vocabulary. (Emma-interview)

From this excerpt, it was evident that Emma’s prompt literacy – the ability to
generate precise prompts as input for AI systems, interpret the outputs, and itera-
tively refine prompts to achieve desired results (Hwang et al. 2023) – was cultivated
within a situated problem-solving context. When assigned the writing task, she first
identified her own weaknesses in writing the required teaching material for chil-
dren, such as unsatisfactory language quality and limited consideration of the target
readers under fatigue. Then, the teacher offered purposeful and targeted guidance
on ChatGPT prompt writing to include genre, pedagogical purpose, word limitations,
etc., which successfully helped Emma navigate the skills for developing prompts.
Therefore, this example suggested that PSTs’ AI literacies, specifically prompt liter-
acy, could be effectively developed through a task-oriented approach, contrasted
with non-AI-assisted writing, and accompanied by detailed guidance on prompt
engineering.

Meanwhile, a significant finding emerged regarding PSTs’ critical practices in
using ChatGPT. All the participants were able to identify ChatGPT’s limitations and
elaborate on ways to collaborate with AI strategically and critically, as shown in the
following excerpts.

GPT…might not fully understand the situation of my students. I need to adapt its suggestions
according to my students’ current situation and my teaching progress. I won’t directly use its
output. Instead, I use it to generate ideas, then modify and apply them. (Julie-interview)

Advice for improvement: if GPT’s text can highlight the features of an autobiography type, it will
be beneficial for students to learn the features of this genre type. (Luna-learner artifact-
evaluation of Julie’s work)

Sometimes the way ChatGPT writes is too advanced. The wording and the sentence pattern are
too difficult… andmy target students, like primary school students, won’t be able to read it… So
in that case I would stick to my original one instead of using the ChatGPT-generated one, which
might be suitable for sophomore or junior students in college. (Christine-interview)

When discovering ChatGPT’s limitations, participants treated them not as barriers,
but learned to anticipate and work around them through improved prompting,
critical evaluation, and tailored adaptation. This strategic and contextualized
approach suggests that PSTs developedwhat could be termed “informed investment”
in AI literacies practices – a sophisticated approach to collaborate with ChatGPT
based on an understanding of its strengths and weaknesses, and equipped with both
prompt literacy and awareness for critical adaptation.
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Notably, their statements reflect an awareness of AI as a tool requiring human
oversight. However, they do not critically interrogate whose knowledge systems and
sociocultural structures underpin ChatGPT’s outputs, nor do they question whether
its design inherently privileges specific ways of thinking andworking. There appears
to be limited explicit critique of power hierarchies, corporate control, or epistemic
dominance, which lies at the center of critical digital literacies (Darvin 2024). A more
explicit interrogation of power structures would question whose realities are
encoded in AI, whose voices are missing, and how this affects pedagogical autonomy
(Darvin 2024). Without such critical interrogation, learners may accept AI-generated
content as neutral or universally applicable, overlooking the ways in which it re-
inforces existing biases and inequities (Dai and Hua 2025). This absence of scrutiny
also limits their ability to challenge dominant ideologies and develop amore agentive
stance in navigating AI-mediated educational environments. Encouraging deeper
critical reflection on these issues would empower PSTs to actively negotiate and
resist the epistemic and structural constraints embedded in the design of AI tools.

Together, the three critical dimensions of AI literacies that emerged from the
data – perceptual change, prompt literacy, and critical practices – form a mutually
reinforcing cycle in PSTs’ AI literacies development. Shifts in perception serve as the
foundation: only when PSTs overcome their prejudices against AI and recognize its
value did they invest in developing AI literacies. As May’s journey demonstrates, her
transition from viewing AI as “cheating” to seeing it as a powerful tool enabled her
subsequent investment in mastering prompt engineering. The development of such
prompt literacy, in turn, reinforces positive perceptions. As participants became
more adept at crafting effective prompts and managing outputs, they developed
greater appreciation for AI’s potential. Emma’s experience with the writing task
illustrates this: her successful generation of age-appropriate content through careful
prompt engineering enhanced her recognition of AI’s pedagogical value. This
virtuous cycle ultimately facilitates the development of critical practices. As both
perceptions and prompt literacies mature, participants develop more sophisticated
strategies for AI integration. Tom’s reflection exemplifies this culmination: his un-
derstanding of AI’s basic affordances combined with professional judgment to form
an “informed investment” in AI practices.

This multi-dimensional development process extends current understanding of
AI literacy development by highlighting its cyclical and interconnected nature,
moving beyond linear models of technology adoption to recognize the complex
interplay between perception, prompt literacy, and critical awareness. This inter-
related development also aligns with investment theory, which suggests that
meaningful investment in a social practice is made based on an understanding of
“thematerial and symbolic context in which this choice is made” (Darvin and Norton
2023, p. 33). In this case, PSTs’ sustained investment in AI practices was initiated by
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learners’ recognition of the value of practices (perception), enabled by their growing
ability to participate (prompt literacy), and stimulated by the development of stra-
tegic approaches (critical practices).

4.2 Negotiating LTI through enhanced AI literacies

Participants’ enhanced AI literacies catalyzed significant shifts in their professional
identity construction. As pre-service English teachers, the participants demonstrated
heightened awareness of the linguistic features present in ChatGPT’s outputs, often
remarking on its perceived “native-like” language quality. As Elizabeth observed,

When ChatGPT helped me revise my article, I realized that some of my expressions were still
‘Chinglish,’ and there’s actually a significant difference compared to how native speakers write.
For ChatGPT, many of its sentences use passive voice, which makes the output seem more
sophisticated. The constant variation in sentence structures also makes the text less monoto-
nous and dull. It makes the article feel richer and less generic in terms of sentence patterns.
(Elizabeth-interview)

This heightened attention to syntactic and rhetorical features reflects their dual
identity as both language learners and future teachers, especially in contexts where
language learning and teaching prioritize performance-oriented practices that
emphasize adherence to established linguistic standards as markers of proficiency
and legitimacy. Moreover, contrasting ChatGPT’s “perfect” English with their own
“Chinglish” writing showcased their insecurities about their own language profi-
ciency as “non-native” speakers. For them, proficiency in English is not merely a skill
but a core component of their professional legitimacy (Park 2012). Hence, engaging
with AI magnified their anxiety about the inadequacies of their English skills,
inadvertently reinforcing deficit perspectives and simultaneously positioning them
as insufficient English users and perennial English learners. Luna explicitly
mentioned that throughout the activity of letting ChatGPT generate and modify the
text, she realized that her English was not good enough and felt that she needed to
work harder. As a “non-native” speaker, she positioned herself in a powerless way
against ChatGPT’s seemingly flawless language output (Norton and Toohey 2011).

This intensified sense of inadequacy thus produced complex and sometimes
contradictory effects on their LTI construction.While all the participants expressed a
sense of crisis triggered by ChatGPT’s production of “flawless” English, some of them
felt threatened and worried about their own professionality and competitiveness as
English teachers.

With ChatGPT being so powerful, I wonder if there’s still a place for us as English teachers.
(Luna-interview)
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Meanwhile, others saw it as an opportunity to reflect, grow and build alternative
expertise and professionality as language teachers.

ChatGPT’s convenience gives us a strong sense of crisis because it can indeed accomplish a lot,
even outperformingmany of us ordinary teachers in certain tasks…When technology becomes
so advanced, as a teacher, you have to think about your future position andwhat you need to do.
It’s not like AI will completely replace you, but if you don’t move forward, there will eventually
come a day when you’ll be eliminated. (May-interview)

I still believe that the role of a teacher is irreplaceable. Even if ChatGPT’s output is well-polished,
you cannot teach students to polish like that through your teaching…I think it servesmore as an
auxiliary tool or functional aid, rather than replacing our expertise and knowledge. (Christine-
interview)

Using GPT makes us reflect on how to work more efficiently. GPT improves efficiency by
providing the basics, such as article structures or information, which serves as a guide, a
prompt, or a foundational tool. However, as a professional, you still need to tailor it to your own
context and focus on what’s truly important for your work. (Tom-interview)

Participants’ diversified responses towards AI integration and impact on LTI con-
struction reflect their different imagined identities and understanding of teachers’
expertise. While Luna may have imagined language teachers as “language experts”
and thus felt threatened by the emergence of ChatGPT, May, Christine and Tom
began envisioning new professional identities as AI-empowered educators who aim
to facilitate students’ learning with the help of AI. Engaging with AI deepened their
reflection on the nature of the teaching and teachers’ role, stimulating a reimagi-
nation of LTIs in their future careers. During the interviews, some participants even
planned their strategic use of AI in their future teaching practices, such aswriting out
teaching plans, designing role-play lines in classroom activities, and providing
feedback on students’ assignments, etc.

Thus, investing in AI literacy practices has the potential to empower NNETs to
adopt new identities that extend beyond mere language instruction by equipping
them with richer pedagogical resources and deeper reflection on education. How-
ever, these practices may also lead to feelings of insecurity, fear and concerns
regarding PSTs’ perceived professional expertise. These observations resonate with
findings from existing empirical studies on the dual influence of AI on EMI and EFL
teachers’ identity, expertise, confidence, and shift of roles (Ghiasvand and Seyri 2025;
Tsou et al. 2024; Zaman et al. 2024; Zhong et al. 2023). This suggests that future
research should focus more on the identity shifts experienced by PSTs within AI-
facilitated pedagogy and provide appropriate guidance on AI utilization that con-
siders the fluid nature of identity of PSTs (Guan et al. 2025a).
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4.3 Transforming capital and power relations through AI
literacies practices

In light of PSTs’ renegotiation of their LTIs, they accumulate new forms of capital that
create opportunities for challenging existing power structures and traditional hi-
erarchies in their language education contexts. For example, AI’s capacity to
instantly generate native-like English greatly alleviated their linguistic insecurities
as NNETs and equipped them with crucial linguistic capital that builds up their
professional expertise. Furthermore, their growing confidence in mastering AI tools
such as ChatGPT demonstrated an accumulation of technical capital, while their
newly gained critical understanding of AI’s limitations and advantages constituted
important cultural capital in the digital age.

These various forms of capital – especially the linguistic capital – is particularly
important and empowering given the ideological realities faced by PSTs. Under the
entrenched ideology of native-speakerism shaping ELT, which privileges native-
speaker English as the ultimate model of English learning and invalidates “non-
native” English, NNETs were pressured to achieve native-like English to establish
professional legitimacy (Creese et al. 2014). Specifically, for PSTs who are raised in
Chinese mainland, their English learning journeys are deeply influenced by
performance-oriented practices that prioritize conformity to standardized, native-
speaker norms (Adamson 2004; Fong 2021). Thus, they are more likely to develop
heightened attention for “correctness” in English use, and consequently may expe-
rience linguistic insecurity when failing to achieve perceived standards (Mei 2024).
Therefore, under such circumstances, the linguistic capital gained through invest-
ment in AI literacies practices was successfully transformed into symbolic power
(Kramsch 2021), enhancing PSTs’ perceived professionality and helping them
establish a more legitimate professional identity. However, this transformation also
carries the risk of reinforcing the ideology of native-speakerism that appears to
underlie ChatGPT’s output, as participants frequently adopt its “correct” English
without critically reflecting on the biases and linguistic hegemony embedded in this
process.

Another significant finding emerged regarding how AI interaction reshaped
traditional power relations in PSTs’ professional development. Unlike conventional
hierarchical relationships between teachers and students, or between “native” and
“non-native” speakers, PSTs in the current study could freely experiment with and
learn from AI without fear of judgment. As Victoria reflected,

If the question is related to English teaching, I can askmyEnglish teacher. However, sometimes I
feel intimidated by their authority or worry about bothering them, and communication with
them isn’t always timely or convenient. Butwith GPT, it’s just a robot. It won’t laugh atme, and it
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can provide timely feedback. Although it’s not as professional as the teacher in some cases, as a
companion it is already very good! (Victoria-interview)

In traditional hierarchical relationships, power dynamics are largely embodied
through linguistic capital differentials – teachers or “native” speakers possess the
more “legitimate” language expertise that PSTs strive to acquire. As Victoria’s
reflection indicates, this hierarchical relationship often creates anxiety and hesita-
tion. AI interaction, however, disrupts this traditional power structure by providing
judgment-free, high-quality linguistic support. Unlike human interactions where
language use is constantly subject to evaluation, AI offers a space where PSTs can
freely experiment with and learn from linguistic models without fear of negative
assessment. This democratization of access to linguistic resources fundamentally
alters the power dynamics of professional development.

This interesting finding connects to broader sociocultural dynamics in East
Asian contexts. In societies where people tend to have pervasive attentiveness to
other people and a more interdependent construal of the self (Markus and
Kitayama 1991), the hierarchical nature of teacher-student relationships can
significantly constrain PSTs’ identity construction and professional development
(Song 2016). The use of AI tools, therefore, may open up an important space for
PSTs to seek help from non-hierarchical relationships and develop professional
identities with greater agency. This enables PSTs to accumulate capital and
establish LTIs without the constraints of traditional hierarchical relationships,
potentially allowing for more autonomous and confident teacher identities to
emerge.

Furthermore, this reshaping of power relations challenges traditional notions of
expertise in language teacher education (Johnson 2009). Rather than a unidirectional
transfer of knowledge from expert to novice, AI interaction enables a more dynamic
and autonomous approach to professional development where PSTs can actively
construct their expertise through strategic engagement with technological
resources.

Overall, the study underscores the empowering and transformative potential of
AI integration in interrogating established power structures in language education,
resonating with research on critical digital literacies (Darvin 2024; Jiang and Gu
2023). Future research can take on a more explicit focus on critical AI literacies to
reimagine how AI technology can be leveraged to disrupt native-speakerism and
create more empowering pathways for “non-native” PSTs’ professional
development.
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5 Conclusions

This study revealed how PSTs’ AI literacies were developed through a complex
interplay of recognition of AI tools’ strength, enhanced prompt literacy, and devel-
opment of critical awareness of AI’s limitations and strategic use. These crucial
dimensions offer important insights for future pedagogy on AI integration in PST
education, emphasizing the usefulness of a problem-based approach, hands-on
experience, and detailed guidance on prompt engineering and critical reflection.

The current study also demonstrated how the development of AI literacies
enabled PSTs’ construction of more legitimate LTIs by enhancing their perceived
professionality. Investment in AI practices helped PSTs gain prompt literacy and
critical understanding of AI tools, and allowed them to generate native-like English
output effortlessly, which contributed to their accumulation of technical, cultural,
and linguistic capital. Against the ideological underpinning of native-speakerism,
these various forms of capital were effectively transformed into symbolic power that
compensated for their insecurities for the perceived lack of professionality as NNETs
and PSTs. Specifically, AI’s capacity to generate high-quality, native-like English
content significantly transformed their identity positions as inadequate English
users to more competent, legitimized language teachers. Future research should
further investigate the ethical implications of AI use in teacher education, particu-
larly in relation to critical engagement with issues of bias, epistemic inequality, and
the reinforcement of dominant ideologies such as linguistic hegemony and the
native/non-native division. By fostering critical AI literacies, teacher education
programs can empower PSTs to navigate these ethical complexities and promote
more equitable and inclusive practices in AI-mediated classrooms.

The specific sociocultural and educational context of Hong Kong SAR, China
provides a distinctive lens for examining AI literacies and professional identity
construction. Its hierarchical teacher-student relationships, performance-oriented
education system, and the pervasive influence of native-speakerism in ELT signifi-
cantly shaped how participants perceived and engaged with AI tools. For example,
AI’s capacity to democratize learning by bypassing traditional hierarchies holds
particular significance in East Asian contexts, where such power dynamics are more
pronounced. Similarly, participants’ strong emphasis on linguistic accuracy and
native-like proficiency reflects regional ideologies that prioritize standardized
norms rooted in native-speaker ideals.

These contextual characteristics enrich our understanding of PSTs’ engagement
with AI tools and offer transferable insights for regions with similar sociocultural
dynamics. They also highlight the need for context-sensitive approaches to AI inte-
gration in teacher education, empowering PSTs to navigate and challenge the
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sociocultural and ideological constraints embedded in their professional contexts.
Future research should explore how PSTs in diverse settings engage with AI tools,
particularly in contexts with differing educational hierarchies and linguistic ideol-
ogies. Comparative studies would be valuable in identifying shared and context-
specific dynamics in developing AI literacies and professional identities (e.g., Tsou
et al. 2024).

Regarding the limitations, this study focused primarily on ChatGPT, limiting the
understanding of how various AI tools influence PSTs’ engagement and practices.
Exploring the combined and comparative use of multiple AI tools could provide a
broader perspective on AI literacy development in teacher education. Additionally,
while the study emphasizes participants’ use of AI, there was an insufficient
emphasis on fostering explicit critical reflection regarding the biases, stereotypes
and hegemony inherent in AI-generated outputs, highlighting the need for more
robust pedagogical guidance to equip PSTs with the skills to critically evaluate and
navigate these issues.

Rather than seeking demographic representativeness, this qualitative inquiry
emphasizes transferability and trustworthiness, making multifaceted contributions
to the fields of language teacher education, AI literacy, and ELT. First, it offers a
practical solution for developing AI literacies in the PST education program,
emphasizing the role of guided, hands-on prompt engineering and critical practices.
Second, it sheds light on AI’s empowering potential by illustrating how ChatGPT
can be leveraged to bridge the gap between perceived linguistic inadequacies and
professional legitimacy for NNETs. Meanwhile, it also underscores the importance of
critically guiding PSTs to identify and address the potential linguistic hegemony
embedded in AI-generated outputs. Third, the study illuminates the democratizing
potential of AI, fostering a more equitable environment for professional identity
development in traditionally hierarchical educational settings. Pedagogically, a
holistic approach of AI integration in language education can be adopted to maxi-
mize AI’s technological benefits (Guan et al. 2025b). Future studies may also consider
analysing human-AI interactions using discourse analysis or exploring pedagogical
endeavours to develop PSTs’ critical digital literacy involving AI (Darvin 2025). Taken
together, this study lays the groundwork for future research on AI’s transformative
impact on PSTs’ professional development.
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Appendix A: Task instructions

Individually, identify one potential topic of your group review article. Follow the
Plan-Prompt-Preview procedure using ChatGPT to generate an 800-word review of
two theoretical articles and two empirical research. You may check the output using
Google Scholar and submit the outcome to both your journal and the Moodle forum
(L3). Produce: use ChatGPT and one more GenAI tool to generate content for your
group review. Peer review: polish your part and discusswith your groupmembers to
ensure the quality and accuracy of the content and supporting references. Portfolio-
tracking: reflect on your group production and submit a group reflection of the
process.

Appendix B: Coding scheme

Theme Sub-theme Code

AI literacies
development

Pre-course beliefs and at-
titudes about AI

Unfamiliarity
Resistant attitude
Concerns for AI ethics
Traditional assumptions about legitimate AI use

Recognition of AI strength Convenience
Rich content with diversified perspectives
Quick response (generate ideas in an instant)
Language quality and English proficiency
High efficiency without burnout
Non-hierarchical help-seeking experience

Recognition of AI
limitations

Irrelevance of content
Too advanced vocabulary
Inappropriate genre
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(continued)

Theme Sub-theme Code

Low-quality academic content
Requiring human oversight
Cannot handle complicated content
Requiring more time in post-editing
Inconvenience caused by equipment use
Limited application scenarios

Prompt engineering Growing awareness of the importance of prompt
Enhanced ability to write targeted, appropriate, specific
prompt
Effective cultivation of prompt engineering ability under
guided, problem-solving pedagogical context

Critical practices and
strategic use of AI

Selective adoption of ChatGPT output
Contextual adaptation of ChatGPT output
Follow-up AI interaction to tailor content focus
Strategically use AI to “form the basis”
Strategically use AI for writing
Critical awareness of how to engage with ChatGPT output
Independent judgment of the relevance and correctness
of ChatGPT output

Identity
negotiation

Challenging existing
identities

Increased feelings of inadequacy in English skills
Teacher identity crisis
Anxiety about diminished professional expertise

Emerging identities Educator with AI-enhanced expertise
Mentors who cultivate students’ discernment of AI-
generated content

Accumulated
capital

Linguistic capital Native-like English-language output
Reduced language burden as English teachers
Decreased feeling of linguistic insecurity

Technical capital Growing mastery of AI tools in the AI age
Enhanced prompt engineering skills

Cultural capital Critical understanding of AI use
Discernment of AI-generated outputs
Adaptive strategies of AI use for pedagogical purposes
Reconsideration of teachers’ role

Power structures
and ideological
contexts

Dominant language
ideologies

Native-speakerism in ELT
Performance-oriented tradition in English teaching and
learning
Language teacher expertise as intertwined with native--
like language proficiency

Teacher-student
relationship

Concerns about asking teacher for help
Judgment-free interaction experience with AI
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