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Abstract

Artificial intelligence (Al)-powered writing assistant tools such as Grammarly have exponentially changed the
landscape of teacher education, raising the question: “How can lecturers and students leverage the potential of
these tools?” They have also highlighted the need to investigate their use in an open-distance e-learning context,
which prompted an investigation of the views of postgraduate students about Grammarly as a specific tool for
academic writing in an online course. This exploratory mixed-methods design study was grounded in a
pragmatic perspective. Six participants were selected to participate in semi-structured online interviews via
Microsoft Teams. The online interviews were recorded, transcribed, and downloaded. A sample of 34
respondents completed our highly reliable (a0 < .89) self-designed online questionnaire. To analyse the data,
NVivo 14, was employed, data were imported, and the themes were generated as guided by the NVivo thematic
analysis process. To ensure the trustworthiness of the data sets and identified themes, the participation validation
process was used to measure the credibility of the data. Participants noted Grammarly’s usefulness in promoting
academic writing and enriching teaching and learning experiences. An awareness of ethical considerations for
using Grammarly and other generative Al (GenAl)-powered writing assistant tools is essential before adopting
them.

Keywords: academic writing, artificial intelligence, constructivist-interpretative perspective, exploratory mixed-
methods design, Grammarly, postgraduate students

Introduction

Many generative artificial intelligence (GenAl)-powered writing tools including Wordtune,
Grammarly, QuillBot, Paraphraser.io, and Copy.ai have flooded business, government, and
higher education in recent times. And globally, there has been a growing interest in exposing
students to these tools. As more advanced Al technologies emerge, their ability to transform
academic research practices is becoming increasingly evident. According to some scholars,
(e.g. Perdana et al., 2021; Schraudner, 2014), Grammarly is a widely used writing assistant
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tool in academia, used primarily to detect grammatical errors in the proofreading of
documents. In addition, it corrects spelling and assists with punctuation, synonyms
(vocabulary usage), and plagiarism detection (Al-Inbari & Al-Wasy, 2023; Chang et al.,
2021). According to Andriani et al. (2024, p. 83), Grammarly can also be used to “check for
grammatical errors, correct vocabulary placement, use appropriate punctuation marks, and
many more.” Schraudner (2014, p. 129) noted that Grammarly, as a writing assistant tool,

offers style-specific correction for a variety of different types of writing . . . to assess
student writing samples. . . . [and also] offers “context-optimized synonyms” and . . .
spelling and word choice suggestions . . . [and] plagiarism detection.

And Fahmi and Cahyono (2021, p. 19) reiterated:

Grammarly has been claimed as an easy tool that can help students and academies
deal with their writing by checking the spelling, grammar, and punctuation errors. It
also provides comprehensive and useful feedback, including corrections and
suggestions to make the writing clearer, more precise, more effective, more readable,
mistake-free, and impactful, with a high accuracy and evaluation speed rate.

Perdana et al. (2021) believed that Grammarly has numerous potential advantages for
students, enabling them to perform tasks that once required advanced human literacy.
Moreover, these tools can provide automated tutoring and feedback to students (Raad et al.,
2023; Roe et al., 2023). The use of Grammarly and other GenAl-powered writing assistant
tools has shown that students often perform better with these tools due to their interactive
nature and the fact that the information is usually clearly verbally, and visually interpreted for
the student, as well as being available wherever and whenever they are inclined to learn
(Bozkurt, 2023; Maphoto et al., 2024; Nova, 2018). Studies have reported on the implications
of using Grammarly for personalised learning and academic writing from various
multidisciplinary points of view (Farazouli et al., 2023; Kelly et al., 2023).

If these are the benefits of this tool, students must be empowered to use it effectively.
Research has concluded that language issues regarding punctuation, grammar, vocabulary,
spelling, and coherence are the most common challenges for many postgraduate students
(Hawari et al., 2022; Nova, 2018). When students start their postgraduate studies, they have
to hone their academic writing skills, which remain a significant challenge (Huang et al.,
2020; Yuvayapan & Bilginer, 2020). This exploratory study was conducted in a college at an
open-distance e-learning (ODeL) university where master’s and doctoral students are
required to complete a research proposal module as a requirement:

From 2023, the curriculum for a full research master’s and doctoral qualification
comprises a dissertation or thesis only. The research proposal is incorporated into the
dissertation/thesis. . . . The research master’s and doctoral candidate will be expected
to work with the supervisor to have a research proposal approved during the first year
of study of the dissertation or thesis. (University of South Africa, 2024, p. 27)
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Only postgraduate students registered for the full Master in Education (MEd) and Philosohiae
Doctor (PhD) programmes were invited to participate in this research study.

Over the past 10 years, the author has supervised postgraduate students at an ODeL
university; many master’s students struggle or face difficulties with spelling, punctuation,
clarity in writing, sentence structure, and grammar. Several studies have confirmed that most
master’s and doctoral degree students’ first-time draft research proposals contain
grammatical, punctuation, and spelling mistakes (Prescott, 2018; Schulze & Lemmer, 2017;
Singh, 2019). An observation over the years is that these supervised students were African
language speakers who conveyed their ideas through “code-switching,” a form of language
alternation where speakers/writers alternate between their mother tongue and English as a
foreign language (Rust & Nel, 2024). The challenge was that African mother-tongue speakers
could not comprehend ideas or translate them through code-switching, which was detrimental
to their constructive argument when writing in English as a foreign language.

The college office for graduate studies hosted several workshops to up skill postgraduate
students, primarily focusing on research capacity skills, ethics, plagiarism, and academic
writing. An introduction to one of the Al-powered tools for writing assistance, Grammarly,
formed part of the degree course. The tool supported postgraduate students’ academic writing
skills and advanced their Al literacy. Al literacy is a person’s ability to understand, use,
monitor, and critically reflect on Al applications. In this case, after empowering postgraduate
students with Al literacy, it was expected that they would use this acquired knowledge to
write effective research proposals (Chiu et al., 2024; Velander et al., 2024). A study by Anis
and Khalid (2024, p. 1) concurred that Al-powered tools support postgraduate students “to
refine their writing style, grammar, and coherence, contributing to higher-quality academic
work.”

When writing this article, there was a gap in research on Grammarly as a research proposal
academic writing tool as part of a degree course in an ODeL. Therefore an investigation was
needed to explore the opinions of master’s and doctoral postgraduate students who use
Grammarly for academic writing in an online research proposal course, and the effectiveness
thereof. The following research question was created: “How does Grammarly influence the
grammatical accuracy of postgraduate students’ writing?” Based on this question, the
following research sub-questions were formulated:

e After students were empowered to use Grammarly as a writing assistant tool, were
there statistically significant differences between male and female postgraduate
students regarding utilising the tool in writing in an online course?

e How did Grammarly improve postgraduate students’ grammatical accuracy and
academic writing abilities in an online research proposal course?

Theoretical framework for the study

This exploratory mixed-methods design study was based on the dualistic theoretical
framework, namely the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT)
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(Venkatesh et al., 2003), as well as Technology Trends Awareness (TTA). Since Venkatesh
et al. reported on students’ acceptance and use of technologies and the factors that impact
performance, efforts, social impact, and context, several extended studies have revealed
expectations associated with adopting technology. According to Venkatesh et al., a person’s
performance expectancy in the acceptance and use of technological tools is determined by
how much technology will enable them to use that technology to improve their performance.
When considering that theory as applied to this single case study, the students anticipated that
using Al-powered writing assistant tools would affect their academic writing, design, and
chat prompts in an online course. TTA is based on the notion that an individual is tech-savvy
and has the digital literacy proficiency to use or apply new Al-powered tools in practice. The
currently registered postgraduate students are mindful or aware of the latest developments in
technologies and the types of Al-powered tools available for teaching and learning. Some of
these students are tech-savvy. The participating students were empowered, exposed, and
aware of the application of new Al technologies in the online course, making it easier to use
them.

Literature review

The launch of the most famous GenAl tool, ChatGPT-3.5 and recently, the updated version,
ChatGPT-4.0, with which Grammarly can be used for paraphrasing, has exponentially
changed the landscape in education. Therefore, an interest in GenAl-powered tools in the
education literature has emerged, with many studies reporting their potential to enrich and
promote students’ learning experiences. Several studies have found pedagogical advantages
for lecturers and students using GenAl-powered tools in their teaching and learning practices
(Bozkurt, 2023; Farazouli et al., 2023; Kelly et al., 2023). With the available technology in
GenAl, it is now possible to generate and abbreviate personalised explanations that meet the
specific needs of individuals. This is beneficial for improving students’ academic writing and
critical thinking.

Studies report that Grammarly is the most used Al-powered writing assistant tool of all
similar software tools on the market (Alam et al., 2023; Fitria, 2021; Perdana et al., 2021).
Grammarly is software used as a writing aid to assist students in checking for grammatical
errors, spelling mistakes, punctuation, and style of writing (Alam et al., 2023; Crawford et al.,
2023; Faisal & Carabella, 2023). A basic understanding of the functionality and use of
Grammarly is essential for students who are not conversant in English. A significant
advantage of this Al-powered tool is its ability to track students’ work for possible academic
fraud and plagiarism. The software thus helps eliminate fraud and academic dishonesty,
improving the quality of students’ academic writing.

Literature has reported that using Grammarly and other GenAl tools for academic writing
could increase undergraduate and postgraduate students’ writing skills. Grammarly is an Al-
powered writing assistant tool designed to help students develop better writing skills through
offering feedback on student’s writing skills (Nguyen et al., 2024; Roe et al., 2023). Doing an
online research proposal course and using Grammarly as a writing tool has created learning



van Wyk: Postgraduate students’ voices on leveraging Grammarly . .. 107

opportunities for students to improve their academic performance (Alotaibi, 2023; Kelly et
al., 2023). Moreover, Faisal and Carabella (2023) argued that by using Grammarly, students
automatically comprehend the mistakes they made when writing a report and learn how to fix
them.

Globally, the supervision of postgraduate students remains a challenge, as many students lack
writing and Al literacy skills, which are requirements for pursuing postgraduate studies
(ONeill & Russell, 2019). Another GenAl tool—in this instance, a prompt writing tool—is
Quillbot, a powertful tool for academic writing that provides advanced technology and offers
students new approaches to learning academic writing. Such tools grant education students a
basic understanding of how, in turn, to teach technology to their learners. According to
Salinas-Navarro et al. (2024), this tool can enhance experiential learning for authentic
assessment. The hype around Al tools has grown exponentially as Grammarly is increasingly
being used for its pedagogical advantages, with high rates of student acceptance (Strzelecki,
2023) for developing better writing skills (Raad et al., 2023; Roe et al., 2023), and for
supporting essay writing (Chiu et al., 2023; Crawford et al., 2024).

Choi (2012, p. 74) viewed GenAl-powered tools for academic writing as a “multifaceted
undertaking encompassing cognitive, social, ethical and social dimension” process. On the
other hand, concerns have been raised about potential security risks, which may lead to
misuse of user data and phishing. Grammarly as a widely used software for enhancing
postgraduate student academic writing has a few limitations. First, many students are
dependent, evincing an over-reliance on the tool (Narayan, 2024; Thangthong et al., 2024).
The real risk is that students will become over-reliant on Grammarly, crippling their
academic writing and editing abilities long before graduation. Studies have reported that
some GenAl-powered tools have limited accuracy, and grammar errors were revealed on
Grammarly; it can sometimes also make mistakes on more complicated issues or suggest
inaccurate solutions, typically with technical or specialised writing (Elkhatat et al., 2023;
Weber-Wulff et al., 2023). For some GenAl-powered tools, contextual limitations gave rise
to the inappropriate correctness of the generated content.

Another disadvantage is that the premium version of Grammarly is expensive. This is a form
of digital divide and exclusion of poor students (Halaweh, 2023). On the downside, the
GenAl-powered tools might exacerbate the ethical and privacy issues of the postgraduates
(Uzun, 2023). Another risk is the potential use of GenAl for creating lies and misleading
information, compromising trust and authenticity in digital communications. A Bangladeshi
study by Islam and Shuford (2024) has surveyed the ethical use of GenAl-powered tools
related to bias and fairness. Additionally, studies have revealed that ethical dilemmas with
GenAl—inherent biases in algorithms and surveillance threats—compromise human dignity
and privacy (Camilleri, 2024; Holmsen, 2024). A Turkish study by Huriye (2023, p. 42) on
ethical dilemmas reported “that bias, privacy, accountability and transparency are the main
ethical concerns surrounding the development and use of Al technology in developed
countries.” Thus, GenAl-powered tools could positively or negatively affect postgraduate
students.
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Postgraduate students in this study were registered for a master’s or doctoral degree and had
to complete a research proposal module before pursuing the degree. The research proposal for
a master’s or doctoral degree study is compiled over six months. Many of these students
struggled with or encountered difficulties in writing a research proposal, being unprepared
particularly in terms of academic writing skills (Cisco, 2020; Ivanova, 2020). Most students
struggled with spelling, punctuation, writing style, grammar, and sentence structure despite
progressing to the degree programme’s research proposal stage. The majority of these
students tend to be African-language speakers, not English. As a college of education at the
university, academic writing was integrated into all sessions devoted to the research proposal
to address this issue. Students attended monthly online Microsoft (MS) Teams
videoconference sessions on issues such as the title of the research proposal course and
searching for a topic. Writing the statement of the problem, formulating research questions,
outlining the research methodology, adhering to ethical requirements, and writing for an
academic readership all received attention. The academic writing sessions are structured as a
theory-in-practice approach. Students are chosen to present their sections of the research
proposals during MS Teams meetings for peer and lecturer evaluation. Constructive feedback
is given. This is a valuable addition to the sessions in academic writing and improving the
presentation skills of postgraduate students (see Figure 1).

Figure 1
Research proposal (Grammarly screenshot) by a MEd student

Data will be collected through semi-structured interviews, closed
structured questionnaires and classroom observations. The convergent parallel
mixed method will be used to collect data, both gquantitative and qualitative data
at the same time and then jntegrates the overall resulls to get comprehensive
analysis for the research problem (Creswell, 2014:266). Dala will be collected
from boath senior education officers, school governing bodies, school principals’,

heads of departments and teachers. It seermss that the verb integrates does not
agres with the subject Consider changing
the werb fanm.

INAIYSIS
Even though the data was collected concurrently the analysis will be done + comprehensive - Correct articke usage
independently. Data analysis is the process of evaluating data using analytical
and logical reasoning to examine each component of the data provided (Braun &
Clarke, 2013:1). For qualitative data the data will be analysed thematically. [ ]

Finding significant patterns in the data and applying them to the research is the
aim (Maguire & Dehalunt, 2017:5-20). For quantitative, data will be analysed

descriptively and inferentially. Descriptive and inferentially analysis helps in

Methodology

Ethical clearance was obtained from the college ethics committee (reference
#2023/05/13/90178912/18/AM), to conduct this study at the College of Education at the
ODeL university. For the 2023 academic year, 102 postgraduate students were registered for
the full Master in Education (MEd) and Philosohiae Doctor (PhD) programmes, and 34
postgraduate (MEd & PhD) students (33.3%) participated in this study. This single case
study’s research paradigm and design employed a pragmatic approach. A pragmatic approach
and mixed-methods design (Creswell, 2013) are the most appropriate for a study to determine
how Grammarly influences the grammatical accuracy of postgraduate students’ writing.
Pragmatism allows researchers to use mixed methods, techniques, and procedures that best
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address the research questions. This flexibility is crucial when dealing with complex
problems that cannot be fully understood through a single method. Pragmatic research
focuses on the practical implications of the findings. It emphasises what works in real-world
settings, making the results more applicable and actionable. Pragmatic researchers can adapt
their methods as the research progresses, responding to new insights and changing
circumstances. With a pragmatic approach, researchers can ensure that their studies are
methodologically sound and practically relevant, ultimately leading to more impactful and
meaningful findings. Based on this justification, the quantitative and qualitative data were
analysed, interpreted, and compared as a scientific acid test for data triangulation, content
validation, and trustworthiness.

The sample was selected from the registered postgraduate MEd and PhD students. During the
first data collection stage, 34 postgraduate student teachers (male = 13; female = 21)
completed the signed consent form and, later, a self-structured questionnaire. Reliability was
calculated from the self-structured questionnaire using a four-point Likert scale. The
Cronbach alpha coefficient was used to calculate the reliability after the data were collected
(o < .89). If participants felt uncomfortable during the study, they could withdraw at any
stage. Descriptive data were computed for the t-test, independent sampled t-test, and cross-
tabulations. For the second stage of the data-collection process, a qualitative approach was
used for semi-structured online interviews with six individuals (MEd1-3; PhD1-3). Semi-
structured online interviews were conducted on MS Teams as the virtual videoconferencing
platform. Before the beginning of the interview sessions, the purpose of the study was
explained, recorded, transcribed, and downloaded.

Before the data analysis process, codes were captured on the Grammarly Project; then, the
Al-powered qualitative data analysis software, NVivo 14 (https:/lumivero.com/ ), was used.
All interview data sets were imported into the NVivo software. The data-analysis process
followed five steps: (1) become familiar with the narratives of participants, as captured in the
learning journals, (2) code (names) the narratives as a data set (e.g. MEd1), (3) use the NVivo
software to generate (drill into narratives) themes linked to specific extracts of participants
(e.g. PhD1), (4) reflect and review some of the themes linked to extracts of the participants,
(5) define and finalise the identified themes.

Trustworthiness is an essential scientific acid test to measure credibility, transferability,
dependability, and conformability. All the interview transcripts, MS Teams recordings, and
generated NVivo themes linking to specific extractions (verbatim) from participants were
sent to each of them to verify and validate the trustworthiness of the identified themes. To
ensure the integrity of the data sets and identify themes, the participation validation (member
checking) process was used to measure that the interviewed data were trustworthy (Nowell et
al., 2017).
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Quantitative results

In this section, the students’ views on Grammarly for academic writing are reported on.

Postgraduate students’ use of Grammarly for grammatical accuracy in academic
writing

Table 1
Grammarly writing tool for grammatical accuracy (n = 34)

Do you agree or disagree with Gender Mean Std. t Sig.
using the writing tool as an Dev. value

assistant in academic writing?

1.1 | Itis a tool for correcting Male 13 3.78 1.19
grammatical and spelling errors 0.28 | 0.67
in the academic writing style. Female 21 3.13 1.09

1.2 | It clarifies the meaning of Male 13 3.61 1.38
concepts and increases the - 0.59
readability of the text in my Female 21 3.34 1.45 1.32
academic writing.

1.3 | It is an appropriate grammar tool | Male 13 3.67 1.39
to be used for my academic 0.29 | 0.59
writing. Female 21 3.94 0.89

1.4 | It offers helpful suggestions to Male 13 3.46 1.14
support my academic writing - 0.72
style. Female 21 3.33 1.29 0.23

1.5 | It gives instant feedback on my | Male 13 3.57 1.19
writing and tracks possible 0.88 | 0.56
plagiarism in academic writing. | Female 21 3.18 1.26

1.6 | It helps me write concisely and | Male 13 3.67 1.10 - 0.89
has faster corrections than other 1.04
grammar checker tools. Female 21 3.36 1.20

1.7 | Facilitates collaborative writing | Male 13 3.61 1.36
with ease and increases 0.30 | 0.65
confidence in using the tool. Female 21 3.81 0.94

1.8 [ It improves sentence Make 13 3.53 1.28
construction and increases the - 0.51
vocabulary of my academic Female 21 3.28 119 1.10
writing skills.
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Do you agree or disagree with Gender Mean Std. t Sig.
using the writing tool as an Dev. value
assistant in academic writing?
1.9 | It helps in real-time writing and | Male 13 3.18 1.25
provides valuable suggestions - 0.55
for improving my writing style. | Female 21 3.35 1.13 1.56
1.10 | It supports my personal writing Male 13 3.89 1.45
goals in the research proposal. 0.32 | 0.76
Female 21 3.75 1.29
1.11 | It is an effective and supportive | Male 13 3.69 1.18
tool for paraphrasing text. - 0.59
Female 21 3.36 1.05 | 122
1.12 | It offers suitable substance based | Male 13 3.49 1.39
on the context of one’s writing - 0.50
style in the research proposal Female 21 3.52 111 1.12
1.13 | It is currently the best Male 13 3.88 1.19
proofreading software tool and -122 | 0.59
gives value for money as a Female 21 3.89 1.12
paraphrased writing tool
1.14 | It teaches about writing clearly Male 13 3.89 1.05
and empowers you with 0.24 | 0.57
grammar and paraphrasing Female 21 3.79 1.35
skills.
1.15 | It is a paraphrasing tool and Male 13 3.63 1.29
assists in writing the research 0.29 | 0.68
proposal Female 21 3.65 1.32

Table 1 demonstrates that both male and female postgraduate students had favourable views
and experiences with Grammarly when using it for academic writing in an online course. The
male students agreed that Grammarly is an effective tool for correcting grammatical and
spelling errors in academic writing style, with a mean and standard deviation of 3.78 and
1.19, respectively. The female students agreed with a mean of 3.13 and a standard deviation
of 1.09. Therefore, both male and female students strongly believed in the effectiveness of
Grammarly for academic writing. The group differences were insignificant (t = 0.28; p >
0.67). The female respondents strongly agreed that it is an appropriate tool for academic
writing (M = 3.94, SD = 0.89), compared to the males (M = 3.67, SD = 1.39). The t value and
the significance level for this item indicated that the difference between males and females
was not statistically significant (t = 0.29; p > 0.59). The male postgraduate participants (M =
3.89, SD = 1.45) and female participants (M = 3.75, SD = 1.29) agreed that the use of
Grammarly supported their personal writing goals in the research proposal (t = 0.32, p >
0.76). Concerning the statement that Grammarly facilitates collaborative writing with ease
and increases confidence in using the tool, both sets of respondents agreed (male: M = 3.61,
SD = 1.3618; female: M = 3.81, SD = 0.94; t = 0.30, p > 0.65). Finally, most female
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respondents expressed positive sentiments that Grammarly is a paraphrasing tool and assists
in academic writing (M = 3.65. SD = 1.32).

Sampled differences between male and female views and experiences on using Grammarly in
the online course are recorded in Table 2.

Table 2
Grammarly influences grammatical accuracy in the research proposal course (n = 34)

Grammarly Writing Gender N Mean Std. Std. Error
Tool Deviation Mean
Contextual spelling Male 13 3.3 1.09 0.24
Female 21 34 1.32 0.18
Grammar correctness Male 13 3.6 1.06 0.13
Female 21 3.1 1.45 0.11
Punctuation Male 13 34 1.23 0.14
Female 21 3.7 1.34 0.21
Sentence structure Male 13 3.1 1.23 0.14
Female 21 3.5 1.34 0.11
Clarity in style of Male 13 33 1.13 0.23
writing
Female 21 3.0 1.44 0.20

The group means for the use of Grammarly in the course, reflected in Table 2, is that the
female respondents used Grammarly for contextual spelling (M = 3.4, SD = 1.32),
punctuation (M= 3.7, SD = 1.34) and sentence structure (M = 3.5, SD = 1.34), more so than
their male counterparts. However, the male respondents predominantly used it for clarity in
writing style (M = 3.3, SD = 1.13).
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Table 3
Independent sampled t-test of the use of Grammarly as a grammatical accuracy tool in the online research proposal course

Levene’s Test for the Equality of Variances t-test for Equal Means

F Sig. t df Sig. | Mean | Std. | 95% confidence
(2- Diff. | Error | interval of the
tailed) diff. difference

Lower | Upper

Grammatical | Equal 0421054 1059|119 044 | -0.26 | 0.30 -0.84 0.43
accuracy of | variances
Grammarly assumed
as a writing
tool

A sampled t-test (Table 3) was computed to measure whether any statistically significant
differences emerged between male and female respondents. It showed positive results, with
the respondents agreeing that Grammarly is an effective writing assistant tool. The t-test
revealed that the t-value was 0.59 between the mean of the two groups.

Qualitative findings

Specific themes were generated by the qualitative data analysis software NVivo 14. The
identified themes linked to each participant about Grammarly as an Al-powered writing
assistant tool were as follows:

e Students leveraged the Grammarly tool for optimal grammatical accuracy writing
experiences.

e Students were optimistic about Grammarly as a partner in academic writing.

e Students viewed Grammarly as easy to use, supportive, and advantageous in writing.

e Students viewed Grammarly as an Al tool that facilitates a collaborative writing
experience that increases confidence.

Students leveraged the Grammarly tool for optimal grammatical accuracy
writing experiences

The participants noted that the university included Grammarly as a helpful tool in the data
bundles. They leveraged the Al-powered tools provided to enhance their learning experiences
in the online course and were encouraged to use this writing tool in the course. The
participants agreed that Grammarly was easy to use and a favourite among the tools. As part
of the module, the free Grammarly GenAl-powered tool was used. As one student stated:

Grammarly is free, easy to use, and most commonly used. Moreover, the helpful
advice provided to me was cost-effective. The tool is very helpful . . . [it] helps me
improve my grammatical accuracy in academic writing, particularly illuminating
grammar errors. (Male, MEd2)
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Another participant said:

Grammarly has been promoted at our university. I am thankful for the support we
have received as students. I felt empowered after all the academic writing sessions on
MS Teams. It is the best paraphrasing tool. It increases the use and support of my
grammatical accuracy in written text. It is highly effective. It showed when I had
plagiarised text in my writing. It only [benefited] my writing. (Female, PhD3)

Students were optimistic about Grammarly as a partner in academic writing

The participants had positive experiences with the frequent and everyday use of the
Grammarly tool. Most expressed confidence, remarking that the tool was valuable for their
course. This student expressed the following sentiments:

After being exposed to this tool, I frequently used Grammarly as my writing partner.
Most of the time, it helps me with the paraphrasing and revision process of writing my
research proposal. Grammarly improves my sentence construction and increases my
grammar vocabulary, but overall, my academic writing skills have improved
significantly. I felt confident in the quality of my academic writing. (Female MEd1)

Another student said that she appreciated the quick responses from Grammarly, which built
confidence in her academic writing. Yet another participant stated:

Grammarly is my writing partner. Grammarly provided accurate suggestions [where I
was] making mistakes. I like the instant feedback on my writing. I noticed that
Grammarly tracks possible plagiarism in academic writing. It is so helpful. (Male,
PhD2)

Grammarly fixes my grammar mistakes, provides valuable suggestions or alternative
words of choice, and incorrectly uses words in my writing style. (Female, MEd3)

Students viewed Grammarly as easy to use, supportive, and advantageous for
writing

During the interview sessions, the participants were excited and positive about their
experiences with the different GenAl-powered tools, particularly Grammarly, a tool for
academic writing. Participants said they viewed Grammarly as an academic writing assistant
tool that improved and supported their writing ability. As this participant said:

Grammarly is straightforward to use after I was empowered with the tool. I can now
use it and observe how I have grown in my writing. I like this invaluable tool. (Male,
MEd1)

A participant prescribed Grammarly as a valuable tool for optimal writing:

I prefer Grammarly. It has exposed me to my grammatical mistakes and helped me to
improve my writing skills. This created confidence in my writing. (Female, PhD2)
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Students experienced Grammarly as an Al-powered tool that facilitates a
collaborative writing experience that enhances confidence

I was sure I could write my proposal but was surprised at how many grammatical
errors were in my draft research proposal. This was a real wake-up call. Since I
started using Grammarly in the course, it has promoted interaction with the
paraphrasing tool, which is clear and understandable for my online course. It instils
confidence in me as a writer. (Male, PhD1)

Most participants identified Grammarly as their preferred writing assistant tool in the course.

I like Grammarly. This tool is effective for achieving optimal writing. It enhances my
academic writing abilities, and [I] benefit . . . from using the tool in my course. I am
an African-language speaker. It is sometimes difficult to express my thoughts. I used
mainly code-switching. I always need help to write well. It enabled me to possess Al
literacy skills. (Male, PhD3)

Discussion of findings

As mentioned in the literature review, the theoretical frames of awareness of UTAUT and
TechTrends and their integration as pragmatic approaches supported the performance
expectation of the participants’ acceptance and use of GenAl-powered tools in an online
course. The mixed-method design found that Grammarly enabled them to apply Al
technology to improve the grammatical accuracy and academic writing skills of the
postgraduate students in the course. Previous studies had noted the importance of Grammarly
when used in teaching and learning in contact and blended contexts, but very little was found
in the literature on Grammarly in online contexts (Farazouli et al., 2023; Kelly et al., 2023;
Raad et al., 2023). The results of this exploratory study contributed to the understanding and
application of Grammarly in particular, because no data could be found on Grammarly as
used for academic writing in an ODeL context. The findings supported the views of scholars
who argue that these tools can be used to cater for a larger student population, adopted for
individual learning, and facilitate access to students (Ding et al., 2023; Koka et al., 2023;
Ruksana, 2024; Salinas-Navarro et al., 2024).

The current study found that the postgraduate student participants had favourable views and
experiences with Grammarly as an Al-powered writing assistant tool. One participant (male,
PhD3) confirmed that “This tool is effective for achieving optimal writing. It enhances my
academic writing abilities, and [I benefit] from using the tool in my course.” For them,
Grammarly was an academic writing tool that partnered with or assisted them in research
proposal writing an as an effective tool to enhance their writing skills. Moreover, students
agreed that Grammarly is an effective writing tool and made collaborative learning easy to
pursue in the course.

Furthermore, Nguyen and Hoang (2023) concurred that Grammarly could be an effective tool
designed to help students develop better writing skills through paraphrasing, especially for
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postgraduate students who are African language (non-English) speakers (Ghufron & Rosyida,
2018; Hakiki, 2021). In the study participants’ views, using GenAl-powered tools proved
valuable, and using tools such as Grammarly was cost-effective and free, enhancing their
academic writing abilities. Scholars noted that GenAl-powered tools (in particular
Grammarly) help with paraphrasing, correct grammatical errors, provide instant feedback,
and build confidence (Donlon & Tiernan, 2023; Hakiki, 2021; Luo, 2024). But Amoozadeh et
al. (2024) opined that trust in GenAl-powered tools for future use in academia is ultimately to
be determined because the yardsticks for accepting work by students and academics who rely
on these tools must be included in university policies.

Grammarly and other GenAl tools reportedly had pedagogical advantages for academic
writing (Alotaibi, 2023; Faisal & Carabella, 2023), yet only a few studies interrogated the
effectiveness of GenAl-powered tools in teacher education (Dwivedi et al. 2023; Farazouli et
al., 2023; Kelly et al., 2023; Strzelecki, 2023). The current study results showed no
significant differences between male and female participants’ views on using this GenAl-
powered writing assistant tool as an aid for writing in the online course. Grammarly has
influenced the lived experiences of postgraduate students, granting them more free time to
focus on their academic writing.

In conclusion, it is noted that this study focuses on Grammarly as a tool to enhance the
grammatical accuracy of postgraduate students’ writing. Therefore, it is worth mentioning
that several studies have reported drawbacks of GenAl-powered tools, such as over-reliance,
ethics, cyber security, bias, and privacy issues (Camilleri, 2024; Holmsen, 2024; Huriye,
2023; Uzun, 2023).

Conclusion

The study aimed to determine how Grammarly, as an Al-powered writing assistant tool,
supports the grammatical accuracy of postgraduate students’ (primarily African language
speakers) academic writing in an online research proposal course. The study demonstrated
that Grammarly improved the grammatical accuracy of postgraduate students’ writing style
and sentence construction, identified grammatical errors, corrected punctuation, and helped
avoid plagiarism. Furthermore, using GenAl-powered technology to empower postgraduates’
research proposal writing improved their academic writing proficiency and digital literacy
skills in the online course. The results revealed no statistically significant difference between
male and female postgraduate students using Grammarly to improve the writing of their
research proposals. It emerged that the Al-powered tool positively improved the participating
students’ proficiency in writing and paraphrasing text, helping to prevent them from
plagiarising as they compiled their research proposal.

This study significantly contributes to advancing the growing knowledge on Grammarly as
writing assistant software that empowers postgraduate students to write better and avoid
plagiarism in an online postgraduate course. The study developed a survey validated and
developed as a highly reliable (a0 < .89) data-collection instrument. It is suggests that this
instrument could be used in different contexts for similar courses. Furthermore, it is
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recommended that the university revise policies on using GenAl-powered writing tools.
These tools—Grammarly in particular—offer invaluable assistance to African language-
speaking students in enhancing their English academic writing skills. From a practical and
policy perspective, the findings could be applied to undergraduate modules, helping to
prepare student teachers for future postgraduate studies.

Furthermore, it is vital to take note of the ethical considerations regarding using Grammarly
and other GenAl-powered tools. Further research is needed to build on recent gains in
academic awareness of their use for teaching and learning. This research aimed not to explore
any ethical dilemmas with Grammarly, but how the tool influences the grammatical accuracy
of postgraduate students’ writing. Further research should investigate ethics, biases, and data
privacy using GenAl-powered tools in postgraduate courses. The findings of this small
sampled exploratory mixed-methods design study cannot be generalised. Therefore, a more
extensive study must be undertaken, which may well yield different results.
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