REFLEXIVE THEMATIC ANALYSIS
ACROSS UNEQUAL
W | New Trends- EDUCATIONAL CONTEXTS:

Qualitative

Research METHODOLOGICAL LESSONS

ABSTRACT

Recent scholarship on the integration of artificial intelligence (Al) in education has increasingly
VOLUME 22 | NO 4 emphasized its potential to transform teaching and learning. However, less attention has been
given to how Al use is interpreted, mediated, and adapted across unequal educational contexts.
This study examines how English as a Foreign Language (EFL) teachers mediate Al integration
across three Indonesian districts representing relatively higher-, intermediate-, and lower-
DOI: resource literacy contexts, and reflects on the methodological implications of conducting
https://doi.org/10.36367/ntqr.22.4.2026.e1384 qualitative inquiry in such diverse settings. Employing a multi-site qualitative design, the study
drew on three complementary data sources: a background questionnaire containing open-ended
responses, Professional Learning Community (PLC) observations, and semi-structured
interviews with 18 teachers. Data were analysed through Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA) and

Bachtiar Bachtiar context-sensitive cross-site comparison. Consistent with an interpretive orientation, themes
were constructed through iterative engagement with the data, researcher reflexivity, and
Maya Puspitasari comparison across sites rather than being treated as objectively discovered patterns. The
analysis generated three interrelated themes: teacher-driven and purpose-oriented Al use,
Effendi Mantang negotiation of pedagogical and ethical risks, and contextually differentiated pathways of Al

integration. Teachers in the relatively higher-resource literacy context described more integrated
and student-facing uses of Al; those in the intermediate-resource literacy context reported more
selective and supplementary use; while those in the relatively lower-resource literacy context
primarily used Al for lesson preparation and offline adaptation. These differences indicate that Al
integration is shaped by teacher agency, as well as by infrastructure, digital culture, and
institutional support. Methodologically, the study demonstrates the value of combining multi-
source qualitative data, Reflexive Thematic Analysis, researcher reflexivity, and cross-site
comparison to examine educational technology practices across unequal settings. It also shows
how contextual asymmetries can be treated as analytical resources rather than methodological
limitations, offering transferable insights for multi-site qualitative research in diverse educational
environments.
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1. Intfroduction

The development of artificial intelligence (Al) in recent years has brought significant changes in
educational practices, including in the teaching of English as a foreign language (EFL) in Indonesia
(Bachtiar et al., 2026). Various Al-based technologies, such as large language models, automated
feedback systems, and adaptive learning platforms, are increasingly being used to support lesson
planning, classroom interactions, and assessment processes (Chehimi & Hejase, 2025; Choi et
al., 2025). Al is frequently presented in educational discourse as an innovative tool that can
improve efficiency, support personalized learning, and respond to diverse student needs
(Kovalenko & Baranivska, 2024; Yunus & Bachtiar, 2025b). However, its increasing adoption also
raises important questions about how these technologies are interpreted, adapted, and
negotiated in everyday teaching practices.

In the context of EFL, Al can support the development of learning materials and language
exercises and facilitate formative assessment. Features such as automated writing feedback,
speech recognition for pronunciation practice, and Al-generated learning materials can provide
students with more immediate feedback and opportunities to practice independently outside the
classroom (Al-Bogami & Alahmadi, 2025; Pena-Acufa & Durdo, 2024). However, a number of
studies have shown that Al outputs are not always aligned with curriculum goals, students'
language proficiency levels, or the socio-cultural contexts in which learning takes place (Amouri
et al., 2025; Wuttikamonchai, 2025). When Al use is not critically evaluated, it may result in
oversimplified language, inaccurate content, or assessments that are poorly aligned with
intended learning outcomes (Kovalenko & Baranivska, 2024). This indicates that Al integration
should not be understood solely as a technological issue, but as a complex and context-
dependent pedagogical practice.

This complexity becomes particularly evident when attention shifts to the role of teachers in
mediating Al use. Teachers’ role extends beyond operating Al tools: they need to critically evaluate
and adapt GenAl-generated teaching materials before using them in the classroom (Choi et al.,
2025). This process involves pedagogical judgment, contextual awareness, and professional
responsibility. It also involves maintaining academic integrity and ensuring that Al supports rather
than replaces students' cognitive engagement (de Sousa et al., 2025; Vetter et al., 2024). Al
integration in EFL classrooms, therefore, does not follow a uniform process; instead, it is shaped
by situational and reflective decisions grounded in local teaching conditions.

Teachers' understandings of Al are shaped not only by individual experience but also by social
and professional interaction. In this context, PLCs provide important spaces in which teachers
can share experiences, discuss challenges, and develop shared understandings of Al use in
teaching (Kankpog et al., 2024). Through these collective discussions, teachers share
instructional strategies and negotiate the ethical and pedagogical boundaries of Al use (Jin et al.,
2025; Rice et al., 2025). PLCs can therefore contribute to the development of more context-
sensitive and responsible approaches to Al integration.
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However, studying how teachers mediate Al across diverse educational settings presents
particular methodological challenges, especially in Indonesia, where substantial regional
differences exist in literacy levels, access to educational technology, and professional support
(Bachtiar et al., 2024; Juhana et al., 2026; Pratiwi et al., 2024). Under these conditions, Al use may
vary considerably in both intensity and form, as well as in how teachers interpret and integrate the
technology into their teaching (Bachtiar, 2025; Yunus & Bachtiar, 2025a). Such variation poses
challenges for qualitative inquiry because teachers' practices are contextual, layered, and not
necessarily enacted in the same way across settings.

A number of previous studies have tended to focus on teachers' perceptions or attitudes
towards the use of Al (e.g., Choi et al., 2025; Ruiz Viruel et al., 2025), leaving less attention to how
Al integration is enacted within classroom practices and professional interactions. Moreover,
relatively few studies have explicitly reflected on how qualitative research can capture practices
that are collaborative, context-dependent, and shaped by unequal educational conditions. Thus,
the gap is both substantive and methodological: there remains a need to understand how
teachers mediate Al across diverse contexts and how qualitative designs can adequately capture
and interpret such contextual variation.

Against this background, this study aims not only to explore how junior high school EFL
teachers in Indonesia interpret and mediate Al integration across different literacy contexts, but
also to reflect on the methodological implications of conducting such research. In particular, the
study examines how a multi-site qualitative design can capture complex and context-dependent
pedagogical practices. It also considers how researchers navigate contextual differences during
data generation and analysis, and how the interaction among data, context, and researcher
reflexivity shapes the interpretation of the phenomenon.

Accordingly, this study employs a multi-site qualitative approach to examine teachers'
situated practices, pedagogical reasoning, and collective meaning-making around Al integration.
It also seeks to contribute methodological insights for qualitative educational research involving
emerging technologies and diverse social, linguistic, and infrastructural conditions. The study
was guided by the following research questions:

1) How do Indonesian junior high school EFL teachers interpret the pedagogical benefits

and risks of Al use?

2) How do teachers mediate Al use through classroom practices and participation in

professional learning communities?

3) How do differences in literacy contexts shape teachers' practices and strategies for

Al integration?
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2. Theoretical - Methodological Framework

2.1 Philosophical Positioning

This study is grounded in an interpretive paradigm, which assumes that reality is socially
constructed and that knowledge emerges through participants’ meanings and interactions rather
than through objective observation (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). From this perspective, teachers’ use
of Al is understood as a situated practice shaped by classroom experience, institutional
expectations, and collaborative professional learning. The study, therefore, seeks to interpret how
teachers make sense of Al in their instructional contexts rather than to determine whether Al
integration is objectively effective.

An interpretive perspective was selected because the study focuses on teachers’ meaning-
making and professional mediation. Alternative perspectives, such as sociomaterial approaches,
emphasize the distributed agency of humans and technologies, whereas critical realism seeks to
explain the causal mechanisms underlying observable practices. Although both perspectives
offer valuable insights, they are less suited to the present inquiry, which aims to understand how
teachers interpret, negotiate, and justify Al use within specific educational contexts. An
interpretive paradigm, therefore, provides the most coherent philosophical foundation for
examining Al integration as a socially mediated pedagogical practice (Maxwell, 2013; Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016).

2.2 Multi-Site Qualitative Inquiry as a Methodological Strategy

The study adopts a multi-site qualitative design to explore Al integration across districts
representing different literacy contexts. Rather than treating the districts as units for statistical
comparison, they were conceptualized as contrasting interpretive contexts that illuminate how Al
integration is enacted under different structural conditions (Pokharel et al., 2024).

From a methodological perspective, multi-site inquiry strengthens qualitative research by
enabling analytical comparison while preserving contextual depth (Miles et al., 2020). In the
present study, cross-site comparison was not intended to identify universal patterns, but to
examine how teachers constructed different meanings and practices in response to distinct
educational environments. This approach allowed common patterns and contextual variations to
be interpreted together, supporting analytical transferability without overlooking local complexity
(Maxwell, 2013).

2.3 Teacher Mediation as an Interpretive Lens

Teacher mediation served as the interpretive lens guiding both data generation and analysis.
Al integration was viewed not simply as interaction between teachers and technology, but as a
professional practice continuously negotiated through pedagogical judgment, ethical reflection,
and collaborative learning.
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This lens directed attention to how teachers interpreted Al-generated resources, justified
instructional decisions, and negotiated appropriate classroom practices within Professional
Learning Communities (PLCs). Rather than treating Al tools as the primary unit of analysis, the
study focused on the meaning’s teachers constructed around their use. This perspective also
informed the integration of interviews, PLC observations, and open-ended questionnaire
responses by connecting individual experiences with collective professional sense-making
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).

2.4 Reflexive Thematic Analysis

The study employed Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA) following Braun and Clarke (2022). RTA
was selected because it is philosophically aligned with interpretivism and recognizes that themes
are actively constructed through researchers’ engagement with the data rather than being
objectively discovered.

Analysis followed six iterative phases: familiarization with the data, initial coding, construction
of candidate themes, review and refinement of themes, definition and naming of themes, and
production of the analytical narrative (Braun & Clarke, 2022). Interview transcripts, PLC
observation field notes, and open-ended questionnaire responses were analysed recursively
through an iterative process of moving between individual datasets and cross-site comparisons.
Analytic memos were maintained throughout the process to document emerging interpretations,
methodological decisions, and reflexive insights, thereby supporting transparency in theme
development (Miles et al., 2020).

Within RTA, researcher subjectivity was treated as an analytical resource rather than a source
of bias to be eliminated (Braun & Clarke, 2022). Methodological rigour was enhanced through
triangulation across qualitative data sources, iterative comparison across research sites,
systematic memo writing, and transparent documentation of analytical decisions. Together,
these strategies strengthened the credibility, coherence, and interpretive richness of the findings
while remaining consistent with the study's philosophical positioning.

3. Methodology

3.1 Research Design

This study employed a multi-site qualitative design to explore how EFL teachers mediate Al use
injunior high school classrooms across districts with different literacy levels. A qualitative approach
was chosen because the study focuses on understanding teachers’ interpretations, pedagogical
reasoning, and the process of collective meaning-making. These processes are situated in practice
and are not intended to measure the frequency or effectiveness of Al use quantitatively.
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This study is grounded in an interpretive paradigm that views teachers' practices and decisions
as social constructs formed through contextual, institutional, and professional interactions.
Within this framework, teacher mediation of Al is understood as a dynamic practice that evolves
through teaching experience and participation in PLCs.

The multi-site design was selected to capture variation in practices across different
educational contexts. These contextual differences were expected not only to produce variation
in the data but also to shape how Al practices were observed and articulated by participants.
Therefore, this study does not treat differences between districts solely as comparative variables;
rather, it considers each district as a context that shapes teachers' opportunities, constraints,
and professional considerations. This approach allows for in-depth analysis while enabling more
context-sensitive cross-site interpretation.

3.2 Research Site and Participants

This study was conducted across multiple research sites in Indonesia that were purposively
selected to represent contrasting educational and literacy contexts. Site selection followed a
maximume-variation logic and was informed by the 2018 Reading Literacy Activity Index (Indeks
Alibaca) reported by Solihin et al. (2019, pp. 48-49), together with contextual considerations
related to educational facilities, digital infrastructure, institutional support, and the availability of
relevant field data. The Alibaca index is reported at the provincial level, rather than the district
level, and was therefore used as a contextual reference rather than as a direct measure of literacy
conditions within individual districts. Solihin et al. (2019, p. 58, Figure 4.4) classify index scores of
0-20.00 as very low, 20.01-40.00 as low, 40.01-60.00 as moderate, 60.01-80.00 as high, and
80.01-100 as very high.

For the purposes of the present multi-site comparison, three broader contextual positions
were identified among the selected research settings. The corresponding provincial literacy
scores were 58.16, 46.01, and 32.92, representing relatively higher-, intermediate-, and lower-
scoring literacy environments within the study sample. These labels are comparative descriptors
used within this study and should not be interpreted as official high-, middle-, and low-literacy
categories established by Solihin et al. (2019). Rather, they were used to capture meaningful
contextual variation across the research sites. The provincial index values were considered
together with differences in educational resources, digital infrastructure, institutional conditions,
and access to professional learning opportunities. These contextual characteristics were also
kept conceptually distinct from individual teachers’ digital literacy, which in this study refers to
participants’ confidence and competence in using digital technologies for professional and
instructional purposes.

Preparatory activities, including institutional coordination, participant identification, and
scheduling, were conducted from February to March 2026. No research data were collected
during this preparatory period.
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Formal data collection commenced only after ethical approval was granted by the Research
Ethics Committee of Universitas Terbuka on 26 March 2026 and continued until June 2026. Across
the research sites, the researchers conducted PLC observations and semi-structured interviews
to capture both participants’ individual accounts and collective professionalinteractions.

Participants were selected through purposive, criterion-based sampling. The inclusion criteria
were: (a) being an active English teacher at the junior high school level, (b) having at least one year
of teaching experience, and (c) being actively involved in PLC activities, which serve as an
important forum for teacher collaboration in the Indonesian context. These criteria were intended
to ensure that participants had direct experience relevant to the practices under investigation.

A total of 18 EFL teachers participated in the study. Participant selection also considered
variation in teaching experience, familiarity with Al tools, and level of participation in PLC activities.
PLC observations were conducted across the research settings to examine collective
professional discussions, pedagogical negotiations, and ethical considerations related to Al use.
All participants took part voluntarily and provided informed consent after receiving a clear
explanation of the study. Their identities were kept confidential, and they were informed that they
could withdraw from the study at any time without penalty.

3.3 Research Instruments

To develop a comprehensive understanding of how teachers mediate the use of Al, this study
employed three complementary qualitative data sources: a background questionnaire, PLC
observations, and semi-structured interviews. This combination was not only intended to
support data triangulation but also to capture both individual and collective dimensions of
teachers' practices.

3.3.1 Questionnaire

The background questionnaire was used as a descriptive instrument to obtain an initial overview
of the participants’ teaching contexts (i.e., teaching experience, access to digital technology, types
of Al used, and purposes for using Al in teaching and learning). The questionnaire was not designed
as a quantitative measurement tool but as a contextual source that supported qualitative
exploration and provided additional perspectives on participants' experiences.

The questionnaire included several open-ended questions to capture participants’ initial
experiences, concerns, and responses related to Al use in EFL teaching. Two examples of these
questions were: (1) “Can you describe a specific experience of using Al in planning or teaching an
EFL lesson, including how you selected the tool, evaluated or adapted its output, and responded
to the conditions in your teaching context?” and (2) “What concerns or dilemmas, if any, have you
encountered when using Al in EFL teaching, and how have you addressed them individually or
through collaboration with colleagues or professional learning communities?”
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These questions allowed participants to describe their experiences in their own words and
provided contextual information that informed subsequent inquiry. Although the depth of
responses varied across participants, the questionnaire helped identify issues that were
explored more fully during the semi-structured interviews and interpreted alongside the PLC
observation data.

3.3.2 PLC Observations

PLC observations were conducted to understand how Al use was discussed, negotiated, and
collectively regulated among teachers. The observations focused on naturally occurring
interactions during PLC meetings, including professional discussions, reflections, and materials
related to Al-supported teaching. A flexible observation protocol was used to maintain consistency
across the research sites while allowing the researchers to remain responsive to issues that
emerged during the meetings. The protocol focused on: (a) how Al tools or outputs were introduced
and evaluated, (b) teachers’ responses to Al-generated materials, (c) moments of pedagogical or
ethical negotiation, and (d) patterns of participation and collaborative decision-making.

Given the dynamic and sometimes unstructured nature of PLC interactions, decisions about
what to record were guided by the study’s focus on teacher mediation of Al. Particular attention
was therefore given to Al-related instructional decisions, moments of agreement or disagreement,
pedagogical and ethical negotiation, contextual constraints, and interactions that illustrated how
teachers collectively interpreted or adapted Al use. Detailed field notes were taken during and
immediately after each meeting.

3.3.3 Interviews

Semi-structured interviews served as the primary data source for exploring teachers’
pedagogical reasoning and mediation strategies in integrating Al into English language teaching.
Interviews were conducted with 18 teachers and focused on three broad areas: (1) perceived
pedagogical affordances and risks of Al, (2) classroom practices and decision-making related to
Al use, and (3) the role of PLCs and institutional contexts in shaping these practices. Open-ended
questions encouraged participants to provide detailed accounts and concrete examples, allowing
relevant issues to be explored in greater depth.

Because participants differed in their familiarity with Al terminology and applications, the
interviewer adapted the wording and sequencing of questions when necessary, without
introducing prompts that might shape participants’ responses. All interviews were audio-
recorded with participants’ consent and transcribed verbatim in Indonesian. The English
translations were undertaken by members of the research team with academic backgrounds and
expertise in English language education. The translated data were then independently double-
checked by two professors in English language education with extensive experience and expertise
in translation.
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Translation prioritized conceptual rather than literal equivalence, particularly for culturally and
pedagogically specific expressions. Where such expressions required further clarification, the
translated wording was returned to the relevant participants to confirm that it accurately reflected
their intended meaning. This multi-stage process strengthened interpretive fidelity while
preserving the contextual meaning of participants’ accounts. Reflective notes were also written
immediately after each interview to document contextual information, methodological decisions,
and preliminary analytical insights that informed subsequent analysis.

3.4 Data Analysis

Data were analysed using Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA) following the six-phase approach
proposed by Braun and Clarke (2022). This approach was selected because the study sought to
construct interpretive themes that account for how teachers mediated Al integration across
different literacy contexts, rather than to identify objective patterns assumed to exist
independently of the researchers. Consistent with the study's interpretivist orientation, themes
were understood as analytic constructions developed through sustained engagement among the
researchers, the data, and the interpretive framework.

The first phase involved familiarisation with the dataset. Interview transcripts, PLC observation
field notes, reflective memos, and open-ended questionnaire responses were read repeatedly to
gain an in-depth understanding of participants' experiences. During this process, the researchers
documented preliminary reflections, methodological questions, and emerging interpretations in
analytic memos, which later informed theme development.

In the second phase, initial codes were generated inductively across all data sources. Coding
focused on teachers' accounts of Al use, pedagogical decision-making, ethical concerns,
collaborative interactions, and contextual influences. Rather than applying a predetermined coding
framework, codes were developed iteratively as the researchers' understanding of the data evolved.

The third and fourth phases involved constructing and refining candidate themes through
continuous comparison within and across districts. Comparisons were conducted not to rank
districts, but to understand how different literacy contexts shaped teachers' mediation of Al.
Throughout this process, themes were repeatedly reviewed against the complete dataset to
ensure coherence, internal consistency, and adequate explanatory depth.

The fifth phase focused on defining and naming themes by clarifying their conceptual
boundaries and their relationships to the study's research questions and interpretive framework.
Themes were refined collaboratively among the researchers through iterative discussion until
they provided a coherent account of teachers' experiences across the three research sites.

The final phase involved producing the analytic narrative presented in the findings. Rather than
treatingthemes as objective discoveries, the analysis presents them as interpretive constructions
developed through the researchers' engagement with multiple qualitative data sources.
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Methodological rigour was enhanced through triangulation across interviews, PLC
observations, and questionnaire responses, systematic memo writing, cross-site comparison,
and ongoing reflexive dialogue among the research team about coding decisions, theme
development, and emerging interpretations.

Interpretive Paradigm

v

Multi-site Qualitative Design

v

Data Collection

Background Questionnaire PLC Observation Semi-structured Interviews

v

Reflexive Thematic Analysis
Data Familiarisation

Initial Coding

Analytic Memos

Theme Construction
Cross-site Comparison

v

Reflexive Methodological
Rigour
Researcher Reflexivity
Triangulation
Translation Checking
Peer Debriefing

V

Constructed Themes Development

Figure 1. Methodological Process of the Multi-Site Reflexive Thematic Analysis
3.5 Researcher Reflexivity and Positionality

Consistentwith the interpretivist paradigm adopted in this study, the researchers acknowledge
that knowledge is co-constructed through interactions among researchers, participants, and the
research context. From this perspective, researcher subjectivity is regarded as an analytical
resource rather than a source of bias to be eliminated, provided that it is critically examined
throughout the research process (Braun & Clarke, 2022).

Rather than assuming a detached or neutral position, the researchers recognize that their
professional backgrounds, prior experiences, and familiarity with the Indonesian educational
system inevitably shaped data generation, interpretation, and meaning-making.
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This position also required continuous reflexive attention to the opportunities and challenges
associated with insider research (Berger, 2015).

The researchers are actively engaged in English language education and teacher professional
developmentin Indonesia. This insider position facilitated access to PLC meetings and supported
the development of trust during interviews, allowing participants to discuss both successful and
challenging experiences with Al integration in greater depth. At the same time, the researchers
remained aware that this familiarity could influence participants' responses and the researchers'
own interpretations of the data.

To address these challenges, reflexivity was embedded throughout the research process.
Reflective memos were written after each interview and PLC observation to document initial
interpretations, emerging assumptions, and methodological decisions. Reflexivity was
treated as an ongoing process of critically examining how researchers' perspectives informed
analytic choices rather than as a procedural step completed at the end of the study. During
data analysis, interpretations were revisited through repeated engagement with the complete
dataset and discussed among the research team to question individual assumptions and
refine emerging themes.

The researchers also recognised the potential observer effect during PLC observations. To
minimise disruption, the observations were conducted in naturally occurring meetings without
altering the agenda or introducing additional activities. As participants became accustomed to
the researchers' presence over successive meetings, interactions became increasingly
spontaneous. During analysis, field notes and reflective memos were used to consider how the
researchers' presence might have shaped observed interactions, ensuring that interpretations
remained sensitive to this possibility rather than assuming that the observations reflected entirely
unaffected practice.

4. Results and Discussion

This section presents an interpretive account of how the themes were constructed through the
iterative integration of interview, questionnaire, and PLC observation data to examine how EFL
teachers mediated Al use across literacy-diverse districts in Indonesia. The analysis drew on
multiple data sources to construct patterns across contexts while preserving local variation. The
discussion is organized around key thematic dimensions, including patterns of Al integration in
classroom practice, teachers’ pedagogical and ethical decision-making, and contextual
variations interpreted in relation to provincial literacy references and local infrastructural
conditions. By situating teachers’ voices and collaborative practices at the centre of the analysis,
this section highlights how Al use is negotiated, adapted, and enacted as a context-sensitive
pedagogical practice rather than a uniform technological solution.
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4.1 Contextualized Patterns of Al Use: Teacher-Driven and Purpose-
Oriented Integration in EFL Classrooms

The analysis suggests that teachers across literacy-diverse districts described their Al
integration as selective, purposeful, and closely connected to instructional goals. Questionnaire
responses and in-depth interviews indicated that teachers reported using Al to simplify reading
materials, generate comprehension questions, design grammar exercises, support speaking
practice, and assist lesson planning. Rather than relying on a single tool, teachers described
combined general-purpose Al (e.g., ChatGPT or Copilot) with more task-specific applications
such as Grammarly, QuillBot, Twee, and Elsa Speak. Within the interpretive analysis, this pattern
was understood as reflecting teachers' efforts to address instructional challenges rather than
technological enthusiasm or external policy pressure.

This finding is consistent with prior research suggesting that teachers tend to position Al as
a pedagogical assistant rather than an autonomous instructional authority. Studies by Arranz-
Garcia et al. (2025) and Choi et al. (2025), for instance, show that teachers commonly use Al to
support material preparation and task design while maintaining control over instructional
decisions. Similarly, in this study, participants described Al as a resource that could extend their
instructional capacity without replacing their professional expertise. However, compared with
findings from more resource-rich contexts where Al is often embedded in student-facing
activities, teachers in this study described a more cautious and mediated approach shaped by
local constraints.

Participants from different literacy contexts constructed distinct accounts of Al integration.
Teachers working in a relatively higher-resource literacy context described more extensive use of
Al for instructional differentiation, particularly when preparing multiple versions of texts and
learning tasks for students with varying proficiency levels. This variation highlights the value of
cross-context comparison as an analytical strategy, allowing Al use to be interpreted in relation to
structural conditions rather than as a set of isolated practices. This interpretation supports Choi
et al.'s (2025) argument that Al-enabled differentiation becomes pedagogically meaningful when
teachers possess sufficient digital and instructional competence. Importantly, teachers'
accounts also emphasized that Al-generated materials required careful evaluation and
adaptation before classroom use. One participant illustrated this practice by explaining:

| usually use ChatGPT to simplify a reading text or generate several comprehension questions,
but I never use the output directly. | check the language level, remove inappropriate items, and
adjust the material to what my students can understand and their level of understanding
(INT.HL.T3).

This account illustrates how the participant positioned Al as a resource for instructional
preparation while retaining professional responsibility for evaluating and adapting its outputs. These
accounts also echo Kasneci et al.'s (2023) concerns regarding uncritical reliance on Al outputs and
suggest that differentiation remained a teacher-mediated rather than automated practice.
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Across participants' accounts, digital literacy was interpreted as an important factor shaping
not only whether Al was used but also how extensively it became embedded in instructional
practice. Teachers with higher levels of digital confidence described experimenting with prompt
refinement, rubric generation, and adaptive task design. Several referred to Al as a "working
partner" that stimulated instructional creativity and supported pedagogical experimentation. This
interpretation resonates with Vetter et al. (2024), who argue that meaningful Al integration
depends on the intersection of technological, pedagogical, and content knowledge. In contrast,
teachers who reported lower digital confidence described limiting Al use to tools with predictable
and limited functions, such as grammar checkers or paraphrasing applications, which they
perceived as easier to control and less risky.

Another pattern constructed through the analysis concerned how participants described
sequencing Al use across instructional stages. Some teachers described structured workflows in
which Al was first used to generate or adapt texts, followed by the development of comprehension
questions and formative assessments. These workflows were described by participants as helpful
in managing time constraints and large class sizes. This interpretation is consistent with earlier
studies highlighting Al’s potential to reduce workload and assist with formative assessment
design (Bachtiar, 2025; Bulathwela et al., 2024; Namaziandost & Rezai, 2024). However, such
integrated use was less evident in intermediate- and relatively lower-resource literacy contexts,
where participants more frequently described using Al for preparatory or corrective tasks. These
differences were interpreted as being closely related to infrastructural constraints and concerns
about students’ foundational literacy.

PLC observations further illustrated that patterns of Al integration were socially negotiated
rather than solely individually determined. During a PLC meeting in the intermediate-resource
literacy context, one teacher presented a set of Al-generated grammar exercises to the group.
Several teachers questioned whether some items were too difficult for their students and whether
the examples reflected the language used in the local textbook. The group eventually agreed that
the exercises should be revised before classroom use, particularly by simplifying several
sentences and removing items considered unnecessarily complex (PLC-M2 observation notes).
This observed interaction illustrates how teachers collectively evaluated Al-generated materials,
negotiated their pedagogical suitability, and made decisions about necessary adaptations. The
inclusion of PLC observations was therefore methodologically valuable because it provided direct
evidence of collaborative professional sense-making, which would have been difficult to access
through interviews alone.

Taken together, these interpretive themes suggest that participants understood Al
integration as a context-dependent practice mediated by teacher agency. Rather than
portraying Al adoption as following a uniform pathway, the analysis indicates that teachers
constructed different approaches in relation to contrasting educational and literacy contexts,
digital competence, and collaborative professional norms.
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This interpretation contributes to Al-in-education research by showing that meaningful Al
integration cannot be explained by tool availability alone but must also be understood through
situated pedagogical decision-making within local educational ecosystems.

4.2 Navigating Risks and Ethical Boundaries: Teachers’ Critical Stance
toward the Use of Al in EFL Classrooms

This theme presents an interpretive account of how teachers articulated and negotiated the
perceived risks associated with artificial intelligence in English language teaching. Across
questionnaire responses, interviews, and PLC observations, participants consistently portrayed
Al as both a valuable pedagogical resource and a source of ethical and instructional uncertainty.
Rather than treating these concerns as objective barriers to Al adoption, the analysis interprets
them as socially constructed understandings that shaped teachers' professional judgement and
classroom decision-making. The convergence of these concerns across the three data sources
strengthened the interpretation through methodological triangulation.

One interpretive theme constructed from the data concerned teachers' evaluations of the
accuracy and instructional validity of Al-generated outputs. Participants frequently described Al
responses as fluent and persuasive while also recognizing the possibility of factual inaccuracies,
inappropriate language levels, or misalighment with curriculum objectives. These accounts echo
earlier research showing that large language models can generate misleading or contextually
inappropriate information, especially when prompts are vague or underspecified (Arranz-Garcia
etal., 2025; Cotton et al., 2024). Rather than interpreting this limitation as merely a technical flaw,
teachers consistently framed verification, revision, and contextual adaptation as essential
components of responsible pedagogical practice.

Another theme constructed through the analysis centred on teachers' interpretations of
authenticity in Al-assisted student work. Participants’ comments reflected uncertainty about
whether Al-supported assignments accurately represented students' actual language
competence. During interviews, teachers described difficulties distinguishing students'
independent work from Al-generated text, particularly when submitted assignments differed
markedly from students' usual performance. One participant explained:

Sometimes a student submits writing that is much better than what | usually see in class. In
that situation, | do not immediately accuse the student of using Al. | ask the student to explain
the ideas and revise part of the text in front of me, so | can see whether the work reflects the
student’s own understanding (INT.ML.T4).

This account illustrates that concerns about Al-assisted work were not framed simply as
problems of detection, but as pedagogical issues requiring professional judgment and closer
attention to students’ demonstrated understanding.
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While similar concerns have been widely discussed in studies of academic integrity and Al-
assisted learning (Cotton et al., 2024; Ya’u & Mohammed, 2025; Yousaf, 2025), participants rarely
framed the issue solely as one of detecting Al use. Instead, they interpreted it as a pedagogical
challenge requiring redesigned assessment practices, greater attention to learning processes,
and clearer classroom expectations.

Participants also interpreted student dependence on Al as a potential challenge to meaningful
language learning. Many teachers reported that students tended to rely on Al for immediate
answers, particularly in writing and grammar tasks, without engaging in independent reasoning or
reflection. These perceptions were consistent with questionnaire responses expressing concern
about dependency and superficial learning. This interpretation aligns with previous studies
suggesting that unstructured Al use may encourage surface-level engagement and reduce
cognitive effort (Cotton et al.,, 2024; Rane et al., 2024). However, rather than advocating
restrictions on Al, teachers consistently argued for scaffolded use in which Al supports idea
generation and feedback while leaving the core cognitive work to students. Interview narratives
further enriched this interpretation by revealing concerns that were only partially captured
through questionnaire responses.

Ethical considerations were likewise interpreted as extending beyond classroom practice to
issues of privacy, fairness, and professional accountability. Teachers expressed unease about
how Al tools handle user data and about the limited transparency surrounding their operation.
During PLC observations, teachers also discussed these concerns in relation to broader
questions of institutional readiness and professional responsibility. Teachers consistently
emphasized the need for clear ethical guidelines to regulate Al use in educational contexts. This
reflects growing attention in the literature to ethical literacy and governance in Al integration
(Sharma et al., 2024; Ya’u & Mohammed, 2025).

Despite these concerns, participants did not construct Al as a technology that should be rejected.
Instead, they consistently interpreted its risks as manageable when mediated through informed
pedagogical practice and collective professional reflection. Interview accounts and observed PLC
interactions indicated that teachers regarded PLCs as important spaces for negotiating ethical
boundaries, exchanging practical strategies, and developing shared expectations regarding Al use.
These accounts suggest that responsible Al integration is understood not simply as an individual
responsibility but as a socially negotiated professional practice.

Taken together, these interpretive themes portray Indonesian EFL teachers as critical yet
constructive users of Al who balance awareness of potential risks with recognition of its
pedagogical value. Rather than presenting Al as inherently beneficial or inherently problematic,
participants constructed its educational value through ongoing professional judgement shaped
by ethical awareness, contextual conditions, and collaborative reflection.
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By foregrounding teachers' meaning-making processes, this study contributes not only to Al-
in-education research but also to qualitative inquiry by demonstrating how an interpretive,
multi-source analysis can reveal the socially negotiated nature of teachers' responses to
educational technologies.

4.3 Literacy Contexts as Structural Conditions: Unequal Pathways of Al
Integration in EFL Classrooms

This theme presents an interpretive account of how teachers understood local educational
conditions as shaping opportunities and constraints for integrating artificial intelligence into
English language teaching. Across the three research sites, participants described different
experiences of infrastructure, institutional support, and digital readiness that influenced how Al
became part of everyday pedagogical practice. Rather than treating literacy context as a fixed
determinant, the analysis interprets these accounts as illustrating how teachers constructed Al
integration in relation to the realities of their local educational environments. The cross-site
comparison therefore enabled contextual variation to be interpreted as socially situated practice
rather than as isolated differences between districts.

Teachers working in a relatively higher-resource literacy context consistently reported stable
internet connectivity and supportive digital environments as enabling more integrated uses of Al.
Participants explained that reliable infrastructure allowed them to combine multiple Al tools
across reading, writing, listening, and speaking activities and to incorporate Al more fully into
lesson design. This interpretation aligns with previous research suggesting that technology
integration is strengthened by supportive digital infrastructure and institutional readiness (Garcia-
Lopez et al., 2026; Pitychoutis & Rawahi, 2024). Rather than suggesting that infrastructure alone
determined Al use, participants portrayed these conditions as expanding the pedagogical
possibilities available to teachers.

By contrast, teachers in relatively lower-resource literacy contexts interpreted limited
internet access as requiring different forms of pedagogical adaptation. Participants explained
that Al was used mainly during lesson preparation, with outputs later transformed into printed
worksheets or offline learning materials. Although students had fewer opportunities to interact
directly with Al, teachers still regarded this approach as educationally meaningful because it
improved lesson quality while accommodating local constraints. One participant described this
adaptation as follows:

The internet connection is not stable enough for students to use Al during the lesson. | usually
prepare the material at home, use Al to help simplify the text or create exercises, and then print
the final version for the students. They may not use the Al directly, but it still helps me prepare
the lesson (INT.LL.T2).

This account illustrates how infrastructural limitations did not prevent Al use but reshaped it
into a teacher-mediated and largely offline form of instructional support.
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These accounts resonate with studies showing that educators in low-resource settings often
adapt digital technologies creatively to fit contextual realities (Kouam & Muchowe, 2025; Yusra &
Hanifa, 2025). The analysis therefore suggests that infrastructural limitations reshaped, rather
than prevented, meaningful Al integration.

Teachers also associated differences in digital confidence with different ways of evaluating
and managing Al. Participants from relatively higher-resource literacy contexts generally
described themselves as more confident in experimenting with Al while maintaining critical
oversight of Al-generated outputs. Conversely, teachers in relatively lower-resource literacy
contexts more often reported limiting students' direct engagement with Al because they perceived
greater risks of misunderstanding, misuse, or overreliance. These contrasting accounts suggest
thatteachers’ digital literacy, as distinct from the provincial literacy indicators used as contextual
references for the research sites, influenced not only teachers' use of Al but also how they
interpreted its educational opportunities and potential risks. This interpretation is consistent with
digital divide research emphasizing that inequalities increasingly reflect differences in digital
competence and institutional support rather than access alone (Chiu et al., 2024; Irasuti &
Bachtiar, 2024).

Participants further reported distinct patterns of classroom practice across the three literacy
contexts. Teachers in relatively higher-resource literacy contexts described using Al to support
interactive and collaborative learning activities, whereas those in intermediate-resource literacy
contexts more often reported using Al as a supplementary instructional resource. In relatively
lower-resource literacy contexts, participants described Al as remaining largely invisible to
students and functioning primarily as a tool for lesson preparation. Rather than representing a
hierarchy of innovation, these accounts illustrate how teachers adapted Al to the possibilities and
constraints of their own educational settings. Across all three contexts, participants consistently
described adaptation as an essential component of responsible Al integration.

Taken together, these interpretive themes suggest that teachers understood Al integration to
emerge from the interaction among infrastructure, digital culture, institutional support, and
professional agency. Rather than presenting literacy context as a deterministic explanation, the
analysis shows how participants constructed different pathways for integrating Al according to
the conditions they encountered in practice. This interpretation reinforces the need for context-
sensitive Al policies and differentiated professional development while demonstrating the
analytical value of multi-site qualitative comparison for understanding how educational
technologies are mediated across diverse contexts.

5. Methodological Reflection

Conducting qualitative research across literacy-diverse research sites required balancing
comparability with sensitivity to substantially different opportunities for Al use.

Vol. 22 | N°4 | New Trends in Qualitative Research | 17



v ' New Trends in Qua

In the relatively higher-resource literacy contexts, stable connectivity enabled teachers to
describe and discuss more integrated and student-facing uses of Al; in the intermediate-resource
contexts, Al was more often used selectively as a supplementary resource; whereas in the
relatively lower-resource contexts, limited connectivity meant that Al use was frequently confined
to lesson preparation and the production of offline materials. These asymmetries created a
methodological challenge because applying identical expectations of observable Al practice
across all sites would have privileged practices that were more visible in better-resourced settings.
The researchers therefore maintained a common analytical focus on teacher decision-making,
evaluation of Al outputs, pedagogical and ethical negotiation, and contextual constraints, while
allowing these processes to manifest differently across sites. This approach enabled meaningful
cross-site comparison without treating the relative absence of direct student-facing Al use in
lower-resource contexts as missing or inferior data.

An additional methodological limitation concerns the contextual classification of the research
sites. The national Reading Literacy Activity Index used to inform site contextualisation was
available at the provincial rather than district level. Provincial scores were therefore treated as
contextual proxies and considered alongside district-level educational conditions, rather than as
direct measures of district-specific literacy. Accordingly, the labels relatively higher-,
intermediate-, and lower-resource literacy contexts were used as comparative descriptors within
this study and should not be interpreted as official literacy classifications. Recognising this
limitation was important for avoiding overgeneralization from provincial indicators while still
enabling systematic comparison across differently resourced educational settings.

The integration of interviews, PLC observations, and open-ended questionnaire responses also
proved methodologically valuable. Rather than serving as mutual verification, each data source
contributed a distinct perspective on teachers’ mediation of Al. Interviews explored pedagogical
reasoning, PLC observations captured collective sense-making, and questionnaires provided
contextual information that informed subsequent inquiry and interpretation. Together, these
sources generated a richer understanding than any single method could achieve.

The study offers two methodological lessons that may be transferable to other qualitative
researchers. First, cross-context comparison is strengthened when contextual differences are
treated as analytical resources rather than variables to be controlled. Second, combining
individual interviews with observations of naturally occurring professional interactions enables
researchers to examine both personal reasoning and collaborative meaning-making, particularly
in studies of educational innovation.

Reflexivity remained central throughout the research process. The researchers’ familiarity
with the Indonesian educational context facilitated access and participant engagement while
requiring continuous reflection on how insider positioning and the researchers’ presence during
PLC observations might shape interpretation. These influences were addressed through
reflective memo writing, collaborative discussions during analysis, and sustained engagement
with the data.
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Overall, the study contributes methodologically by illustrating how a multi-site interpretive
design, reflexive thematic analysis, and context-sensitive triangulation can support qualitative
inquiry into emerging educational technologies across unequal and contextually diverse
educational settings.

6. Conclusion

This study examined how Indonesian English language teachers mediated the integration of Al
across literacy-diverse educational contexts through a multi-site qualitative inquiry. The findings
suggest that Al integration is not determined solely by technological availability but is interpreted
and enacted through teachers’ professional judgment, collaborative learning, and the structural
conditions of their educational settings. Across the research sites, Al emerged as a context-
dependent pedagogical resource rather than a uniform instructional solution.

Beyond these empirical findings, the study contributes to qualitative methodology by
demonstrating the value of combining a multi-site interpretive design with multi-source
qualitative data to examine educational innovation across unequal contexts. The integration of
interviews, PLC observations, and open-ended questionnaire responses enabled the
construction of themes that captured both individual perspectives and collective professional
meaning-making. Cross-context comparison further showed that contextual differences can be
treated as analytical resources rather than methodological constraints, leading to richer and
more nuanced interpretations.

The study also highlights the methodological importance of reflexive thematic analysis,
researcher reflexivity, and transparent cross-site comparison in strengthening interpretive rigour.
These methodological decisions offer transferable lessons for qualitative researchers
investigating educational change in socially and institutionally diverse settings. By foregrounding
methodological learning alongside empirical interpretation, this study shows how qualitative
inquiry can generate context-sensitive methodological insights for research on educational
innovation across diverse and unequal settings.
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