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From Chalkboards to Chatbots: Navigating AI Adoption, Ethics, Identity, and Governance 
in UK Higher Education 

Roya Rahimi, Monica Chauhan, Joshua Whale 

Abstract 

Purpose 
This study explores the opportunities and challenges of integrating Artificial Intelligence (AI) tools 
into higher education, with a particular focus on their ethical, pedagogical, and institutional 
implications. It examines how academics perceive generative AI’s impact on teaching, learning, 
research, and assessment, and identifies the values and governance frameworks required for its 
responsible adoption. 

Design/methodology/approach 
A qualitative research was employed, drawing on semi-structured interviews with 12 academics 
from UK higher education setting. Thematic analysis was conducted following Braun and Clarke’s 
(2006, 2019) six-phase framework, with NVivo used to capture the nuanced ways in which staff 
interpret and respond to AI adoption. 

Findings 
Five interrelated themes were identified. Participants reported a shifting sense of academic identity, 
with AI seen as challenging traditional expertise and authority. Concerns around ethics, integrity, 
and trust were pervasive, particularly regarding plagiarism, fairness, and transparency. In relation 
to teaching, assessment, and learning, AI was perceived as both a disruptor of established 
pedagogical models and a catalyst for innovation. Institutional culture and governance were 
highlighted as underdeveloped, with a lack of clear guidance creating inconsistency across practice. 
Finally, perspectives on AI’s future trajectories reflected ambivalence, combining fears of 
diminished integrity with cautious optimism for more personalised and efficient learning. 

Originality/value 
The study contributes to debates on digital transformation in higher education by demonstrating 
how AI adoption is understood through the lenses of academic identity, ethics, and governance. It 
underscores the need for adaptive institutional policies, embedded AI literacy, and equity-focused 
safeguards. The findings suggest that the desirable future is not AI-free but AI-literate: one in 
which universities harness AI responsibly while preserving the scholarly values that underpin 
higher education. 

Keywords 
Artificial intelligence (AI), Higher education, Academic identity, Ethics, Integrity, Institutional 
governance, Pedagogy 

Introduction 

Artificial intelligence (AI) has emerged as one of the most disruptive forces in contemporary 
society, transforming practices across industries as diverse as marketing, healthcare, agriculture, 
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and education (West and Allen, 2020). In higher education, AI is now embedded within a wider 
digital transformation that has reconfigured teaching, research, and institutional governance. The 
COVID-19 pandemic further accelerated this shift by normalising the use of mobile technologies, 
digital platforms, and online communication tools, rendering them indispensable in academic life 
(Agbaglo and Bonsu, 2022). AI, however, represents not just another technological advance but a 
qualitatively different set of tools that carry profound implications for academic practice, identity, 
and ethics (Christou, 2023; Grassini, 2023). 

The rise of using AI has by both academics and students heightened debate within universities 
(Doğan et al., 2025; Butson and Spronken-Smith, 2024). Generative Tools such as ChatGPT 
illustrate both the promise and the peril of AI integration. Scholars have pointed to potential 
benefits, including support for academic writing, knowledge synthesis, and the streamlining of 
administrative or research-related tasks (Dwivedi et al., 2023; Patel and Lam, 2023; Sallam, 2023). 
For academics, such applications could enhance productivity and open opportunities for more 
personalised approaches to teaching and knowledge dissemination. At the same time, significant 
concerns have been raised regarding the credibility, reliability, and ethical legitimacy of AI 
systems in academic contexts (Shah et al., 2025). Deficiencies in reasoning (Malik et al., 2023) 
and uneven language coverage (Bang et al., 2023) highlight limitations, while issues of authorship, 
plagiarism, and copyright have provoked broader ethical debate (Sallam, 2023). These tensions 
illustrate a fundamental ambivalence: AI tools may enrich higher education but simultaneously 
destabilise long-established academic norms of integrity, authorship, and scholarly responsibility. 

Within the UK, these debates intersect with wider pressures on higher education institutions, 
including regulatory scrutiny around quality, accountability, and student experience. The rapid 
adoption of AI has prompted universities to re-examine institutional policies, codes of conduct, 
and governance arrangements (McCann et al., 2022; Zapp et al., 2021; Bull & Page, 2022). While 
there is a growing body of commentary on AI in education (Holmes & Tuomi, 2022; Zhai et al., 
2021), research that captures how academics themselves understand and negotiate these changes 
remains limited. Much of the existing literature has either focused on speculative impacts or 
examined student usage (Bozkurt et al., 2023; Grassini, 2023), with comparatively less attention 
paid to staff perceptions and experiences. This leaves an important gap in knowledge about how 
those at the centre of teaching, research, and institutional governance are engaging with AI tools 
in practice, policy, and everyday rules. 

This study addresses that gap by examining academics’ perspectives on the opportunities, 
challenges, and ethical dilemmas posed by AI within a case-based investigation of a UK higher 
education institution. Focusing on a post-1992 university, it seeks to capture situated accounts of 
how staff interpret the implications of AI for their professional roles, their pedagogical practices, 
and their ethical responsibilities. By doing so, the research contributes to a more nuanced 
understanding of AI adoption in higher education, moving beyond technological determinism to 
foreground the lived realities of academic staff. This study demonstrates how AI acts as a both a 
technological and organisational disruptor reshaping identity boundaries by embedding change 
through governance structures rather than personal skill development alone.  This integrated lens 
offers a distinct understanding moving beyond descriptive accounts of perceptions. The study is 
guided by three overarching research questions.  
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First, how do academics understand the influence of AI tools on their professional roles and 
teaching practices (RQ1)? Second, what implications does the uptake of AI have for research 
integrity and scholarly activity (RQ2)? Third, what ethical issues emerge in relation to the 
institutional integration of AI in higher education (RQ3)? The paper makes three key contributions. 
Conceptually, it advances debates on digital transformation in education by framing AI as a 
technology that both enables innovation and unsettles established academic practices. Empirically, 
it draws on qualitative evidence from UK academics to illuminate their perceptions and lived 
experiences. Practically, it generates insights for policymakers and institutional leaders tasked with 
developing governance structures that promote innovation while safeguarding ethical 
responsibility 

Literature Review 

Artificial Intelligence and Education 

AI is not a recent phenomenon. The term was introduced by McCarthy in 1956 (Cristianini, 2016), 
building on Turing’s earlier explorations of machine reasoning and cognition (Turing, 1937, 1950). 
Since then, definitions of AI have evolved in tandem with technological progress. Contemporary 
accounts describe AI as “computing systems that are able to engage in human-like processes such 
as learning, adapting, synthesizing, self-correction and the use of data for complex processing tasks” 
(Popenici et al., 2017, p. 2). Within higher education, AI has become increasingly influential across 
teaching, assessment, curriculum design, and administration. These developments have altered 
how students access knowledge and how staff conceptualise their professional practices 
(Williamson & Eynon, 2020). While these technologies promise innovation and efficiency, they 
simultaneously raise ethical challenges around equity, governance, and academic integrity, 
including algorithmic bias, opaque detection systems, and the erosion of scholarly autonomy 
(Rafiq et al., 2025; Oravec, 2022). Despite the expansion of generative AI, its ethical consequences 
for higher education remain under-theorised and insufficiently explored. 

Earlier studies of AI in education tended to foreground student-facing benefits. Research by Fiialka 
et al. (2023), Nazari et al. (2021), and Nguyen (2023) found that AI could enhance student 
motivation, engagement, and interest. Much of this work focused on adaptive learning platforms 
such as Smart Sparrow, ALEKS, Knewton, Grammarly, InstaText, and Codecademy, praised for 
personalised learning pathways, instant feedback, and task customisation (Adiguzel et al., 2023). 
These studies demonstrate AI’s pedagogical potential but remain largely instrumental and 
platform-oriented, neglecting broader institutional, cultural, and ethical implications. Previous 
studies have explored the ethics of generative AI in higher education offering insights to 
collectively spotlight autonomy, fairness, transparency (Yan, 2025).  Furthermore, Memarian and 
Doleck (2023) reinforce the FATE framework, (Fairness, Accountability, Transparency and 
Ethics). In addition to this, Wilson (2025) examined Russell Group universities, highlighting the 
varying policies of AI approaches and guidelines in their research.  Scholars agree that there is a 
general lack of guidance on AI ethical procedures (Amigud wt al., 2025).  Whilst the literature on 
the ethical use of generative AI in UK Higher education is growing, there is limited research in 
this area.  To address these omissions, the literature can be organised into four interconnected 
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strands: ethical frameworks, academic staff perspectives, pedagogical challenges, and institutional 
governance. These have been examined through multiple theoretical perspectives, including the 
Technological Pedagogical Content Knowledge (TPACK) framework (Mishra & Koehler, 2006; 
Mishra et al., 2025), Human-Centred AI (European Commission, 2019), and Expectancy–Value 
Theory (Eccles, 1983). Collectively, these perspectives highlight that AI in higher education must 
be understood not merely as a technical innovation but as an ethical, cultural, and organisational 
transformation.   

Foundations of AI Ethics: Principles and Frameworks 

The ethical debate surrounding AI has evolved alongside technological capabilities, from Turing’s 
early reflections on machine intelligence to contemporary controversies about bias, accountability, 
and governance. Early expert systems in medicine and industry prompted concerns about 
reliability and oversight, while more recent critiques of algorithmic bias in criminal justice or facial 
recognition have foregrounded issues of fairness and transparency. In response, multiple ethical 
frameworks have emerged. Floridi et al.’s (2018) AI4People initiative articulated a vision of a 
“good AI society.” Dameski (2020) and Salo-Pöntinen (2021) argued for embedding ethics directly 
into AI technologies, while Georgieva et al. (2022) emphasised the persistent gap between abstract 
principles and data science practice. Similarly, Telkamp and Anderson (2022) linked ethical AI 
evaluation to human moral foundations. 

Within higher education, these debates highlight the need for frameworks that safeguard values 
and integrity. Nguyen et al. (2023) stress the importance of guiding principles to inform both AI 
policy and practice. Wynants et al. (2025) propose a five-pillar model transparency, accountability, 
human-centredness, fairness, and integrity while Georgieva and Stuart (2025) extend biomedical 
ethics by applying autonomy, beneficence, and justice to university contexts, arguing that ethics 
must become a proactive strategic priority. These approaches resonate with the Human-Centred 
AI paradigm, which foregrounds dignity, autonomy, and inclusivity over efficiency (Floridi, 2019). 
While this demonstrates conceptual richness, notably field remains fragmented, underscoring the 
challenge of translating principles into enforceable standards that preserve academic integrity, 
professional agency, and responsible innovation in AI-enhanced environments. 

Academic Staff Perspectives and Resistance Dynamics 

Academic staff play a pivotal role in mediating AI adoption, both as users of these technologies 
and as those subject to their outcomes. Evidence reveals ambivalence among faculty, with 
concerns centred on privacy, bias, and the erosion of academic autonomy (Almisad and Aleidan, 
2025). Empirical examples include admissions or grading systems misclassifying candidates or 
penalising linguistic differences. While some staff acknowledged AI’s capacity to streamline tasks, 
others worried about its potential to standardise pedagogy and curtail critical engagement (Shum 
and Luckin, 2019; Bearman and Ajjawi, 2023). Concerns have been raised about the use of 
authorship verification tools such as Grammarly, which can perpetuate bias in diverse classrooms. 
From a theoretical standpoint, the concept of Critical Professionalism illustrates how AI 
challenge’s academic identity and autonomy. The call for adaptive professionalism is particularly 
relevant in resisting the commodification of teaching and preserving scholarly integrity. 
Consequently, the literature highlights that ethical adoption of AI necessitates the development of 
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frameworks that empower academics rather than marginalise them, recognising their agency in 
shaping AI-enhanced educational environments (Arslan et al., 2025; Roe et al., 2023; Fernandes 
and McIntyre, 2025). Although the present study foregrounds academic staff, student engagement 
remains a critical consideration. Expectancy–Value Theory explains student use of AI tools in 
terms of perceived usefulness and value, while raising concerns that such tools may encourage 
shortcuts and undermine integrity. Designing systems that incentivise responsible engagement 
requires clear guidance and value-driven rewards. Complementary models such as Human–AI 
Hybrid Adaptivity (Holstein et al., 2020) highlight the potential of collaborative dynamics between 
humans and AI. In higher education, this means designing AI to complement, rather than replace, 
human judgement (Eyal et al., 2011). Studies on academic professionalism and how universities 
manage the boundaries between traditional academic roles and AI-driven practice suggest that 
using governance frameworks can deepen the preservation of academic values (Rughinis et al., 
2025). Academic staff have long resisted technological innovations however, AI is seen as a 
immense threat to academic integrity (Eke, 2023).  Academic identity has undergone significant 
transformation as a response to technology (Hanson, 2009; Clegg, S. (2011) .  These tensions of 
agreement (or not) with the technology have come to the forefront to address the morals and ethics 
of the usage of AI (Figueroa de la Fuente and Farhadian 2025).    Technological and organisational 
changes impact employee ambivalence.   Piderit (2000) research demonstrates how staff responses 
to change are often marked by ambivalence rather than resistance.  The tensions reflected by 
ambivalence with traditional values versus emerging technologies become a catalyst for identity 
reconstruction for academics.  In the context of AI opportunities may be embraced by academics 
alongside concerns for ethics and autonomy.   

Ethical Concerns in Pedagogy and Curriculum Design 

The embedding of AI in teaching and assessment, particularly generative AI and predictive 
analytics, has raised pressing concerns regarding fairness, transparency, and equity. Some 
universities have operationalised ethical principles such as authenticity, accountability, access, and 
awareness into institutional toolkits that emphasise plagiarism prevention, algorithm auditing, and 
student consent (Chan, 2023). At the European level, the Commission’s Guidelines for Educators 
highlight data protection, equitable access, and digital literacy, positioning educators as ethical 
mediators (European Commission, 2023). In practice, however, significant concerns remain, as 
automated assessment systems risk privileging dominant linguistic norms while marginalising 
alternative forms of expression, thereby reproducing structural inequalities under the guise of 
objectivity (Williamson & Piattoeva, 2022). 

Several theoretical models offer guidance for balancing ethics and pedagogy (Mishra & Koehler, 
2006). The TPACK framework stresses integration across technological, pedagogical, and content 
knowledge, while the AI Literacy Pyramids propose competencies spanning cognitive, ethical, and 
technical dimensions (Long & Magerko, 2020). These approaches suggest pathways for 
developing AI fluency among both staff and students (Shamkuwar & Sharma, 2023). Yet the 
literature consistently acknowledges a pedagogical paradox: AI can personalise learning and 
streamline feedback, with intelligent tutoring systems adapting to student needs, but the delicate 
balance between human judgement and machine precision remains unresolved (Miao & Holmes, 
2021). Moreover, the reconfiguration of the teacher–student relationship underscores the centrality 
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of staff preparedness, attitudes, and strategies in determining successful integration (Kim, 2024; 
Leoste et al., 2021). 

Institutional Governance 

The governance structures of institutions such as universities are often influenced by cultural 
norms, longstanding institutional traditions, and collegial practices that continue to shape decision-
making processes and institutional identity (Austin and Jones, 2024). Thus, the context of AI 
creates tensions between traditional modes of teaching and learning and emerging forms of 
knowledge that are produced through and shaped by AI.  The ethical adoption of AI extends 
beyond pedagogy to systemic organisational change. Roadmaps such as the Campus Technology 
strategy (Park, 2024) and the Elevate Consulting AI Policy Guide (Elevate Consulting, 2024) 
recommend stakeholder engagement, policy transparency, and continuous training. Additional 
recommendations include ethics committees, algorithm audits, and cross-institutional 
collaboration (Nartey, 2024), while Singh and Pushpanadham (2024) emphasise the importance of 
codes of ethics for professional practice. Collectively, these sources argue that piecemeal adoption 
is inadequate; instead, universities require comprehensive governance strategies that integrate 
integrity, data privacy, algorithmic fairness, and equitable access into institutional policy.   

Educational Technology  

The adoption of educational technology (EdTech) has been widely examined as a process that not 
only enhances teaching and learning but also reconfigures the distribution of power, agency, and 
institutional norms. According to Granić’s (2022) systematic review of educational technology 
adoption on 47 studies using the TAM Model (Davis, 1989) the focus on technology adoption is 
rarely neutral; it is embedded within organisational cultures and governance structures that 
privilege certain actors and practices.  On the other hand, platform governance in education 
introduces new forms of control for educators to mediate pedagogical practices for institutional 
decision-making (Nicols and Dixon-Romain, 2024). 

Methodology 

This study adopted a qualitative research design to examine academics’ perspectives on the ethical 
use of artificial intelligence in higher education. A qualitative approach was appropriate because 
it allowed engagement with the nuanced and contextualised experiences of academics, 
highlighting how they navigate questions of identity, pedagogy and ethics in practice (Creswell 
and Poth, 2018; Braun and Clarke, 2021). The research was framed within an interpretivist 
paradigm, which views knowledge as socially constructed and meaning as emerging through the 
interaction between participants and researcher (Denzin et al., 2023).  Rather than aiming to 
produce universal of generalisable laws the interpretive paradigm focuses on generating deep 
insights into how a phenomenon is experienced and understood (Mariotto, Zanni and Morares, 
2014).  A case study design focus’ on employees experience of the same organisations reducing 
contextual variations (Cresswell and Poth, 2016, Yin, 2009 and Gkinko and Elbanna, 2023). 

Semi-structured interviews were selected as the primary method of data collection. This approach 
offered flexibility to explore participants’ own perspectives while retaining consistency across key 
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areas of inquiry (Kallio et al., 2016). In addition to the interview data, the study sought to situate 
participants experiences within the wider institutional context by considering key governance 
structures shaping AI-related decision making.  While there was an assumption of experienced 
academic staff possessing implicit awareness of these processes, they did not all specifically 
reference them into their accounts.   To address this, the methodology incorporated an overview 
of publicly available documents to support triangulations (Strategic Plans, JISC, OfS) to support 
triangulation.  However, key internal governance documents which may have provided deeper 
insights are inaccessible due to confidentiality restrictions or missing.  The analysis draws on 
participant narratives alongside policy text, acknowledging the absence of internal documents.   

Given the exploratory nature of the study, focused on the evolving ethical dilemmas surrounding 
AI, this method was particularly effective in enabling participants to articulate both concerns and 
opportunities in their own words. Participants were recruited through convenience sampling, 
drawing on academic colleagues and professional networks within a single post-1992 UK 
university to provide depth of insight into staff experiences withing one organizational governance 
environment. Recruitment and interviews were conducted during August and September 2025. 
Invitations were distributed via email and included an information sheet detailing the study’s 
purpose, procedures and ethical safeguards. Participation was voluntary and uncompensated. The 
sample size was determined through an assessment of data saturation. During iterative rounds of 
coding, the analysis focused on identifying the point at which no new conceptual insights were 
emerging from the interview data. As coding progressed, patterns and categories began to recur 
consistently across transcripts, and successive interviews failed to generate substantively novel 
information. In line with Guest et al. (2006), this indicated that saturation had been reached, and 
further data collection was unlikely to add meaningful analytical value. The final dataset was 
therefore considered sufficient to address the study’s aims. 

The participants represent a balanced mix of genders, with the majority drawn from mid-to-late 
career academics across a range of roles, including lecturers and senior lecturers. Recruitment was 
purposive, targeting staff from business-based subjects, while also reflecting the institution’s 
profile as a large post-92 university with diverse professional and vocational programmes. This 
strategy provided a sample with broad exposure to AI-related changes in teaching, assessment, and 
research practice. Collectively, participants’ accounts highlighted tensions between embracing 
AI’s potential benefits, such as efficiency gains, enhanced employability, and personalised 
learning, and protecting core values of higher education, including academic integrity, trust, 
fairness, and research credibility. Interviews were conducted outside line-management structures 
and participation was voluntary and confidential, and analytic memos captured moments where 
our assumptions or preconceptions were challenged by the responses. 

Interviews followed a guide structured around five areas: academics’ current perspectives on AI; 
relevant ethical values such as fairness, autonomy and beneficence; academic identity and 
pedagogical practice; concerns relating to teaching, learning and student engagement; and 
institutional implementation and governance. The interview protocol was informed by prior 
research into academic staff perspectives and ethical concerns surrounding AI (e.g. Nguyen, 2023) 
and adapted to capture the specific challenges of generative AI in higher education. In line with 
existing ethical frameworks (Nguyen et al., 2023; Georgieva & Stuart, 2025; Floridi, 2019), the 
questions were designed to elicit views on autonomy, beneficence, fairness, and integrity, and to 
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situate these principles within everyday academic practice. This ensured that the interview 
questions were not only empirically grounded in previous studies but also theoretically anchored, 
enabling exploration of AI as both a pedagogical tool and an ethical, organisational challenge. 
Open-ended questions, supported by prompts, encouraged participants to reflect critically while 
ensuring comprehensive coverage of the study’s concerns (Bryman, 2016). All interviews were 
conducted online using Microsoft Teams, which offered both familiarity and accessibility for 
participants. Online interviewing is increasingly recognised as reducing geographical and 
scheduling barriers while maintaining rapport and data quality (Gray et al., 2020). With 
participants’ consent, interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. 

Ethical considerations were central to the study. The research followed established guidelines for 
ethical practice in higher education (Bera, 2024; British Psychological Society, 2021). Participants 
were provided with detailed information sheets and gave written consent, which was reconfirmed 
verbally at the start of each interview. Anonymity was assured by removing identifying details 
from transcripts and using participant codes (e.g. P1, P2) in reporting. Data were stored securely 
on encrypted, password-protected drives accessible only to the research team. Participation was 
voluntary, with the right to withdraw at any time without penalty. Reflexivity was integral to the 
process: the researchers recognised their dual role as academics and investigators and reflected on 
how this positionality shaped both data collection and interpretation. Ethical approval was obtained 
from the host institution prior to the commencement of fieldwork. 

Thematic analysis was employed to interpret the data, following Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2019) 
six-phase framework. Analysis began with familiarisation through repeated reading of transcripts, 
followed by systematic coding to identify salient features. Codes were clustered into candidate 
themes, which were then reviewed against the dataset for coherence and depth. Themes were 
refined iteratively through constant comparison and developed into a coherent interpretive 
account, supported by illustrative quotations. NVivo software was used to manage and organise 
data, providing a systematic coding environment. Initial coding was inductive and semantic, but 
themes were progressively refined into broader conceptual categories. Both convergent and 
divergent perspectives were retained to reflect the diversity of views. Rigour was strengthened 
through the maintenance of an audit trail and repeated checking of themes against the raw data to 
avoid over-interpretation. A thematic map was produced to capture relationships between themes, 
framing the narrative presented in the findings. 

Data Analysis and Findings 

We present convergent and divergent views with contrasting quotations and negative cases. The 
findings presented here are derived from a thematic analysis of semi-structured interviews with 
academic staff, focusing on their perceptions and experiences of AI adoption and ethical use within 
the setting of a UK higher education institution. Interviews were conducted via Microsoft Teams 
and lasted between 27 and 48 minutes, with an average duration of 40 minutes. In total, 12 
interviews generated 46,924 words of transcript. Participants included five Lecturers and seven 
Senior Lecturers, with academic experience ranging from three to 45 years (see table 1), offering 
insights from early career, mid-career, and highly experienced staff. This diversity ensured that 
perspectives captured reflected both long-standing institutional knowledge and more 
contemporary, early-career encounters with emerging challenges around artificial intelligence in 
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higher education. The group comprised five men and seven women, drawn from multidisciplinary 
areas. 

Table 1 – Participant Information 

Participant Gender Role Years as Academic 
P1 Male Senior Lecturer 24 years HE 
P2 Female Senior Lecturer  21 years HE 
P3 Female Lecturer  6 years HE 
P4 Male Lecturer 5 years (HE) / 10 incl. FE 
P5 Female Senior Lecturer  18 years HE 
P6 Female Senior Lecturer  9.5 years (HE) / 20 incl. FE 
P7 Male Senior Lecturer 45 years HE 
P8 Female Lecturer 3 years HE 
P9 Male Senior Lecturer 15 years HE 
P10 Male Senior Lecturer  29 years HE 
P11 Female Senior Lecturer  19 years HE 
P12 Female Lecturer 4 years (2 in HE) 

The analysis highlights the ways in which academics are navigating a rapidly evolving 
technological environment. It reveals enduring tensions between optimism and concern, as well as 
between institutional responsibility and individual practice. From this process, five overarching 
themes were identified. The first theme, Shifting Academic Identity, explores how AI technologies 
challenge traditional notions of expertise, authority, and professional roles. The second, Ethics, 
Integrity and Trust, captures anxieties regarding plagiarism, fairness, and the responsible use of 
AI. The third theme, Teaching, Assessment and Learning Futures, considers the ways in which AI 
disrupts established pedagogical and assessment models, while also generating new opportunities 
for learning design. The fourth theme, Institutional Culture, Governance and Responsibility, 
reflects the absence of coherent policy frameworks, the inconsistencies in current practice, and 
participants’ calls for clearer institutional guidance. Finally, Future Trajectories of AI in Higher 
Education foregrounds participants’ visions, hopes, and fears concerning the long-term integration 
of AI into academic life. Taken together, these themes provide a foundation for analysing the 
implications of AI adoption within higher education. They demonstrate how staff are 
simultaneously adapting to new technological realities and negotiating unresolved ethical, 
professional, and institutional dilemmas. 

Key Themes 

Shifting Academic Identity 

A central theme to emerge from the analysis concerns the reconfiguration of academic identity in 
the context of AI adoption. Participants described how AI was already reshaping their professional 
roles and responsibilities, with implications for both teaching and administrative practice. For 
some, the extent of this change was described in stark terms. P1 reflected that  
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“Those kinds of instances [AI misuse by students] have had an impact on my role. It 
feels a bit disheartening,”  

while another observed more directly,  

“it [AI] is reshaping my role… and it literally dominates my day-to-day what I do.” 

These accounts suggest that AI is not an abstract prospect but a tangible and immediate force in 
academic life. Consistent with Rughinis et al. (2025), participants’ academic values and 
professional identities shaped how they understood and renegotiated their professionalism in 
response to AI.  A recurrent thread across interviews was the perceived shift from academics as 
authoritative knowledge-holders towards roles as facilitators of responsible AI use. As P9 
remarked, 

“Perhaps our role will become guiding students to use it ethically and critically, 
helping them distinguish AI-generated from human-generated content.”  

This repositioning was framed less as a loss of authority and more as an expansion of 
responsibility, with staff highlighting the need to cultivate adaptability, digital literacy, and critical 
evaluation skills. Several described experimenting with AI tools themselves whether generating 
question sets, trialling feedback systems, or integrating platforms into teaching framing this as a 
process of trial, error, and continuous learning. Yet this shift was ambivalent. While some 
participants welcomed the efficiencies afforded by AI, others expressed deep concern that reliance 
on such tools risked hollowing out the scholarly expertise on which academic legitimacy rests. As 
P5 cautioned,  

“We’re employed for our expertise. If we outsource everything to AI, we lose 
scholarship and critical engagement.”  

P3 worried that the very role of the lecturer was being diminished:  

“It worries me… what we’re likely leading towards is that we unfortunately will not 
require a level of education and experience in a lecturer the way we once did.” 

These perspectives illustrate how AI is simultaneously enabling and destabilising professional 
identity. For some, it offered the promise of new pedagogical practices and efficiencies. For others, 
it represented an existential threat to the intellectual authority that underpins academic work. Such 
ambivalence was compounded by a perceived lack of institutional guidance. Without clear 
policies, staff felt burdened with responsibility for managing student misconduct and left 
vulnerable to the emotional and ethical dilemmas this created. P3 concluded bluntly:  

“They’ve [the institution] essentially taken away the means for you to detect [AI 
misuse], so it presents an ethical concern.” 

These accounts highlight how AI is not merely a technical tool but a disruptive force reshaping 
academic identity, authority, and emotional labour. The findings underscore the tension between 
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embracing innovation and preserving the scholarly expertise that remains central to the legitimacy 
of higher education. Furthermore, moral and professional values are increasingly being questioned, 
as academics reflect on whether their own practices remain appropriate in the absence of clear 
governance frameworks. This uncertainty is intensified where institutional guidance is limited, 
leaving individuals to interpret ethical boundaries independently. The interaction between 
institutional governance structures and individual moral judgement therefore contributes to a 
growing sense of instability surrounding academic identities within contemporary higher 
education. 

Ethics, Integrity and Trust 

Ethics and integrity emerged as central to how participants evaluated the place of AI within higher 
education. Across the interviews, academics drew clear distinctions between what they considered 
legitimate uses of AI such as idea generation, outlining, or language polishing and misuse, such as 
wholesale text generation, fabricated references, or undeclared assistance. As P10 explained,  

“I’ve not personally relied on AI in ways that undermine integrity… but if people just 
cut and paste outputs without reference, that’s a problem.”  

For others, the consequences of misuse were framed in terms of the sector’s core mission: grading 
AI-generated work “as if it were student work” (P7) was seen as risking the graduation of 
individuals “not fit for employment”, (P7) thereby undermining higher education’s purpose of 
fostering critical and higher-order thinking. Concerns centred particularly on plagiarism and 
authenticity. Several participants described detecting discrepancies between a student’s 
established voice evident in classroom interactions, draft submissions, or emails and the sudden 
appearance of a “beautifully written” (P1) assignment containing fabricated or irrelevant 
references. These accounts illustrate how AI can enable the production of work without genuine 
understanding of the subject matter. In response, some staff sought to mitigate risks through 
assessment redesign, incorporating personalised tasks, reflective writing, or live case work. Yet 
even with such adaptations, detection was described as increasingly difficult, contributing to what 
P6 characterised as a growing scepticism:  

“I’ve become a lot more cynical and less trusting of student submissions.” 

A related strand of concern extended to research integrity. Participants argued for the explicit 
declaration of when and how AI is used and called on academic journals to develop clear policies 
in light of risks such as hallucinations and the false certainty of AI outputs. These concerns were 
linked to a broader erosion of trust within the academic community. While some students were 
commended for their transparency in acknowledging the use of AI for planning or structuring their 
work, participants noted that institutional guidance was inconsistent across modules and 
programmes, leading to confusion. Moreover, there was apprehension that escalating surveillance 
of student practices, or punitive responses to those who admitted use while denials went 
unchecked, could further destabilise trust between staff and students, as P9 quoted: 

“Without [policies], academics give inconsistent advice, and students get mixed 
messages. That makes fair judgement in misconduct cases almost impossible.” 
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Underlying these discussions were long-standing ethical benchmarks, including autonomy, 
fairness, and beneficence. Participants often framed their views by returning to core academic 
values. As P5 argued,  

“If you put information into AI and it generates your [a student] assignment, that’s 
still cheating, and we should uphold our values.”  

Fairness was also discussed in terms of equity, as differences in prompting skills, language fluency, 
or access to paid platforms could advantage some students over others. For staff, ethical use was 
typically defined as requiring transparency, substantive human input, and rigorous verification. 
Yet participants acknowledged that workload pressures created temptations to take shortcuts, 
potentially blurring the boundaries between responsible use and compromised integrity. Overall, 
academics depicted AI as a dual reality: an efficiency aid capable of supporting learning and 
reducing administrative burdens, and simultaneously a profound integrity challenge demanding 
clearer norms, consistent institutional guidance, and trust-preserving practices. Overall, 
participants described ethical tensions arising from the interaction between established academic 
norms and emerging AI practices. Views differed on whether AI should be encouraged or restricted 
in teaching and assessment, particularly given assumptions about student use. In the absence of 
clear procedural guidance, staff reported uncertainty about how to respond to suspected AI use. 
The removal of the AI detection tool further contributed to this uncertainty, leaving academics 
reliant on individual judgement rather than standardised processes. The findings suggest that 
ethical debates around AI are less about the novelty of the technology itself than about the extent 
to which traditional academic values can be maintained, adapted, or reinterpreted in an AI-
saturated higher education environment. 

Teaching, Assessment and Learning Futures 

Participants widely perceived AI as reshaping the design of learning, the delivery of teaching, and 
the rethinking of assessment strategies. A recurrent theme was the transition from lecturers as 
content experts to facilitators of learning, guiding students in the critical use of AI rather than 
attempting to prohibit it. P2 captured this shift directly:  

“Academics will need to be facilitators of learning with AI, not just content experts. 
Our role will be to guide critical use rather than deliver information that AI can 
generate instantly.”  

Several academics described actively incorporating AI into classroom activities using it to generate 
case studies, quizzes, or debate prompts to stimulate critical thinking and engagement. This 
proactive stance positioned AI less as a threat and more as a pedagogical resource. As P1 observed,  

“If you write and it improves your writing, and you understand how it’s improved your 
writing; you’ve improved yourself.” 

Assessment design emerged as a particularly prominent area of impact. Participants discussed 
experimenting with personalised, reflective, and applied tasks in order to limit opportunities for 
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uncritical reliance on AI. These included bespoke case studies, oral assessments, and portfolio-
based submissions. P12 explained,  

“I think it [AI] has made us think a lot more about how we redesign the assessments, 
so they can’t just be replicated by AI.”  

Yet staff were also realistic about the limits of such strategies. No assessment design could fully 
eliminate misuse, and innovations were often described as time-consuming and inadequately 
supported institutionally. Some advocated a partial return to traditional examinations, but others 
dismissed this as regressive and impractical in contemporary higher education. Despite these risks, 
participants emphasised opportunities for constructive integration. Some academics reported using 
AI to generate alternative answers for students to evaluate, to scaffold activities, and to model how 
to critique outputs. This was framed as a way of embedding AI literacy into the curriculum and 
preparing students for professional contexts where such skills would be essential. For many, AI 
literacy was not an optional add-on but a core competence for workplace readiness. At the same 
time, participants were alert to the tension between deep learning and superficial shortcuts. While 
some students were reported to critically interrogate AI outputs against academic literature to 
enhance their understanding, others appeared to use AI uncritically, undermining the development 
of independent thinking skills. As P2 cautioned,  

“We need to make sure AI supports learning, not replaces it.”  

These perspectives depict higher education at a pedagogical crossroads. AI simultaneously 
disrupts established models of teaching and assessment and opens up new avenues for authentic, 
critical, and future-oriented learning. The challenge identified by participants lies in striking a 
balance: harnessing AI as a pedagogical ally while safeguarding the deeper intellectual and critical 
capacities that remain central to higher education. 

Institutional Culture, Governance and Responsibility 

Participants consistently framed AI not merely as a classroom concern but as an institutional 
challenge demanding clear leadership, coherent policy, and visible support. In the absence of such 
direction, practices were described as fragmented and inconsistent. P1 reflected on the lack of 
consensus over acceptable levels of AI use in student work:  

“Some colleagues say, ‘absolutely not,’ others accept 30–35%… very quickly it 
becomes subjective… then you’ll get erratic practices.”  

Such variability was seen to produce confusion among students, with inconsistent messages across 
modules and even uneven quality in feedback, as generic, AI-like comments increasingly crept 
into assessment processes. For many, this amounted to a governance failure, as P6 quoted:  

“Institutionally, we ignore it, because there’s no clear direction.” 

This perceived vacuum extended to policy clarity and communication. Several participants 
reported being unaware of any institutional policy on AI, while others found the available guidance 
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vague, inaccessible, or already outdated by the time it was circulated. What staff desired were not 
abstract statements but operational tools: clear flowcharts, step-by-step processes for suspected 
misconduct, and unambiguous definitions of acceptable versus unacceptable use. Alongside this, 
participants emphasised the need for structured forums, training opportunities, and departmental 
expertise whether through CPD programmes, conferences, or designated AI leads to create a 
shared understanding and greater consistency across the institution. The absence of institutional 
guidance was viewed as having consequences not only for staff workload but also for the integrity 
and reputation of degrees.   The importance of Institutional governance is highlighted further as 
concerns were particularly acute in impending professional programmes such as nursing and 
medicine, where AI misuse was seen to compromise both authenticity and public trust. P1 pointed 
to the cultural signals created by institutional indifference:  

“If the university doesn’t give two hoots… why should I drag the student through a 
process?”  

Moreover, participants reported that responsibility for managing AI-related academic integrity 
issues was perceived to fall primarily on individual academics, often without corresponding 
institutional support. As P8 noted, this burden was: 

“Falling entirely on academics without the necessary support.” 

In response, participants articulated a vision for governance at three interrelated levels. At the 
external level, sector bodies such as the Office for Students (OFS) and professional accreditors 
were expected to provide standards to mitigate inequities across universities. At the institutional 
level, leadership was called upon to appoint AI leads or dedicated teams, to issue “living guidance” 
(P9 and P10) capable of being updated every three to six months, and to mandate discipline-
specific training. Finally, at the collaborative level, policymaking was seen as requiring the active 
involvement of staff and students in order to build shared practice, create ownership, and establish 
baseline training across the university. Several participants further emphasised safeguarding as an 
essential consideration, noting that AI policy must attend to wellbeing and protect vulnerable 
students as much as it does academic integrity. Taken together, these accounts reveal a strong call 
for coherent, ethical, and adaptive governance. For participants, effective institutional responses 
to AI required more than rules: they demanded alignment between values, policies, and practices, 
and leadership that could transform fragmented responses into collective responsibility. 

Future Trajectories of AI in Higher Education 

When asked to look ahead, participants articulated a mixture of concern, pragmatism, and cautious 
optimism. Across the interviews, AI’s trajectory was framed as contingent: its long-term impact 
would depend not on the technology itself, but on how responsibly it was implemented and 
governed. Responsible adoption, for many, meant embedding safeguards, ensuring transparency, 
and providing sustained training. Staff called for consultation prior to institutional decisions, 
explicit attention to data ownership and GDPR compliance particularly when comparing 
institutionally supported tools such as Microsoft Copilot with public chatbots and expert-led CPD 
to ensure colleagues understood “where it can be used appropriately” (P7). Limited roles for AI 
in marking, such as screening or pattern-spotting, were accepted by some, but fully automated 
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grading was strongly rejected. Policy, participants stressed, could not be static; it must exist, 
evolve, and be regularly updated rather than retreating from detection or standards altogether. 

Equity and access emerged as a prominent concern, not because differences in students’ skills or 
abilities were viewed as inherently unfair, but because the rapid introduction of AI tools had 
created contextual inequities shaped by institutional variability. Participants highlighted that 
uneven access to digital resources, inconsistent communication of AI policies, and differences in 
the availability of training or guidance meant that some students were better supported in using AI 
effectively than others. These disparities, rooted in organisational preparedness rather than 
individual capability, were perceived as creating unfair advantages and disadvantages across 
cohorts and programmes. Participants also linked these equity concerns to wider systemic risks, 
including rapid technological change, labour market disruption, and perceived threats to higher 
education’s “value for money” (P4). From their perspective, ensuring fairness required institutions, 
and the whole sector, to establish clear, consistent support structures so that AI adoption did not 
inadvertently widen existing inequalities within or beyond the classroom. Pedagogical 
implications were also raised, including the risk of uncritical, phone-based reliance on AI, the 
masking of underlying language difficulties, and the need for more in-class writing tasks to 
demonstrate authentic understanding. Yet hope ran parallel to these anxieties. Many participants 
envisaged AI as an opportunity to improve learning, personalise support, and reduce administrative 
burdens if universities “get a handle on it” (P8). Some described future assessment models in 
which tasks would explicitly require AI use, teaching students how to critique outputs and develop 
AI literacy, while other tasks would be designed to expose its limits, for example through oral 
examinations, live pitches, or reflective components. A “declaration-and-explain” (P3 and P6) 
model requiring students to disclose and justify how AI had been used, akin to research 
declarations was widely seen as a professional norm worth adapting. Importantly, several 
participants argued that ignoring AI in the classroom was itself a threat, as assuming non-use risked 
overlooking the ways students were already engaging with the technology. 

This section addressed RQ1–RQ3 by presenting five interrelated themes. Participants reported a 
shifting academic identity (RQ1), with AI seen as challenging traditional expertise and authority. 
In relation to teaching, assessment, and learning (RQ1–RQ2), AI was perceived as both a disruptor 
of established pedagogical models and a catalyst for innovation. Ethics, integrity, and trust 
emerged as central concerns (RQ1–RQ2), particularly regarding plagiarism, fairness, and 
transparency. Institutional culture and governance (RQ2–RQ3) were highlighted as 
underdeveloped, with a lack of clear guidance creating inconsistency across practice. Finally, 
perspectives on AI’s future trajectories (RQ3) reflected ambivalence, combining fears of 
diminished integrity with cautious optimism for more personalized and efficient learning. 

Thematic Map  

The thematic map (Figure 1) shows how the five themes identified in the analysis are interrelated 
rather than discrete. Shifting Academic Identity provided the foundation, as participants’ sense of 
expertise and professional legitimacy shaped how they responded to AI in their teaching practice. 
These identity shifts were most immediately reflected in pedagogical adaptation, with staff 
redesigning assessments and experimenting with AI integration to support learning while 
maintaining academic standards. Emerging from these pedagogical changes were renewed ethical 
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concerns, particularly regarding integrity, transparency, and the boundaries of acceptable AI use 
in both teaching and research. Institutional culture and governance mediated these experiences, 
with unclear or inconsistent policies amplifying anxieties and producing uneven practices across 
programmes. The futures theme brought these strands together, as participants’ hopes and fears 
for AI’s long-term role in higher education were framed as contingent on whether identity, 
pedagogy, ethics, and governance could be aligned. 

Figure 1 – Thematic Map designed by the Authors  

Taken together, the map highlights AI adoption not as a series of isolated issues but as a dynamic 
process shaped by the interaction of professional identity, pedagogical adaptation, ethical 
frameworks, and institutional responsibility. For participants, the future trajectory of AI in higher 
education was therefore not technologically predetermined but dependent on how these 
interconnected dimensions were collectively negotiated. 

Discussion and Contributions  

This study has explored how academic staff within a UK higher education setting perceive and 
experience AI adoption in higher education. Drawing on qualitative interviews, the analysis 
surfaced five entwined themes shifting academic identity, pedagogical futures, ethics and trust, 
institutional governance, and trajectories of AI that emphasize the ambivalence and complexity of 
AI integration. Rather than seeing AI as merely a neutral tool, participants construed it as a force 
that enables innovation while simultaneously unsettling established academic norms. One of the 
primary contributions is the illumination of how AI adoption intersects with academic identity. 
Participants described how AI challenges their role as knowledge authorities: rather than simply 
enhancing tasks, AI provoked questions about professional legitimacy, authority, and the 
emotional labour of scholarship. This echoes recent arguments in the field that generative AI 
destabilises conventional notions of authorship and expertise (Butson and Spronken-Smith, 2024; 
Singh, 2024; Watson et al., 2025). The identity question, therefore, should be central to analyses 
of AI in education, not marginal. A second insight addresses the ethical frameworks by which staff 
interpret AI. Rather than turning to abstract principles, many participants grounded their ethical 
reasoning in longstanding academic values autonomy, fairness, accountability. This reflects a 
trend in recent scholarship toward “values-driven AI” in educational governance (Zhong et al., 
2025; Rajput, 2026; Gring-Pemble et al., 2025). Their accounts suggest that ethics must be integral 
to institutional practice, not a separate domain layered on top. 
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Third, the findings contribute to understanding governance in higher education under AI pressures. 
Participants observed that the absence of clear institutional policies generates fragmentation, 
inconsistency, and stress for academics. Importantly, these governance findings reflect participants’ 
perceptions of policy clarity during a period of rapid sectoral change, rather than a formal 
evaluation of institutional competence. Reported inconsistencies are therefore interpreted as 
symptomatic of wider uncertainty in higher education AI governance, not evidence that the case 
institution is an outlier. This closes gap in the literature, as these tensions have not been examined 
together in existing research.  Their calls for multi-level governance, aligned across external 
regulation, institutional leadership and participatory policymaking, resonate with the governance 
models proposed in the literature (Hisham et al., 2024; Moon, 2023). In particular, emerging 
frameworks of responsible AI governance emphasize the need for ethics committees, algorithmic 
audits, stakeholder involvement and transparency. The absence of these structures, this study 
suggests, erodes institutional trust even more deeply than variability in practice. 

In terms of practical and policy implications, three constructs emerge. First, universities should 
develop living AI policies capable of regular revision, rather than static rules. Second, AI literacy 
must be a core institutional commitment, with sustained training and shared competence so that 
staff and (where relevant) students can make informed judgments, not rely on opaque black boxes 
in agreement with Rughinis et al, (2025). Third, governance needs to foreground equity, 
safeguarding, and transparency. The unequal access to AI tools, differences in prompting skills, 
and variability in language proficiency warrant policies that proactively redress rather than silently 
accept inequality. This study reinforces the idea that AI adoption in higher education should be 
understood not as a technical transition but as a broader social process that reconfigures identity, 
ethics, pedagogy, and governance. For academics, AI offers both a tool and a challenge; for 
institutions, it demands more than technological uptake it requires cultural, ethical, and 
organisational adaptation (Piderit, 2000). The future university, we argue, should not be AI-free 
but AI-literate one where clear standards, ethical safeguards, and responsive governance 
frameworks allow AI to serve as a durable academic asset, rather than a source of disruption, 
distrust, or inequality. 

Limitations and Future Research 

As with all qualitative studies, this research is subject to certain limitations that shape the scope of 
its contribution. First, the empirical base was confined from post-1992 UK university. While this 
design enabled an in-depth exploration of academics lived experiences within a particular 
institutional setting, it necessarily limits the transferability of findings to other institutional types, 
such as Russell Group universities or further education providers. Comparative research across 
institutional contexts would help illuminate whether the tensions identified here are widespread 
across the sector or shaped by organisational histories and cultures. 

Second, the study relied on a relatively small sample of 12 academics. Although the sample 
included diversity of gender, disciplinary background, and years of academic experience, it cannot 
capture the full spectrum of perspectives across the UK higher education workforce, and this study 
does not suggest its contributions are transferable across the whole sector. Future studies could 
expand the participant base, incorporating voices from senior management, professional services, 
and external stakeholders to provide a more holistic understanding of AI’s institutional 
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implications. Third, the data provide a cross-sectional snapshot of experiences during a period of 
rapid technological change. As AI tools evolve at speed, the meanings and practices surrounding 
them are also likely to shift. Longitudinal research would therefore be valuable in tracing how 
academic identities, pedagogical practices, and governance arrangements adapt over time, and 
whether initial anxieties persist, diminish, or are replaced by new concerns.  Fourth, another 
limitation of this study is that although it was assumed that participants possessed an implicit 
awareness of institutional governance processes, they did not explicitly refer to these in their 
accounts (some processes are missing).  As a result, the analysis is based on the participants 
interpretations rather than direct engagement with governance mechanisms. Fifth, the study draws 
on interview data only and did not include documentary analysis of institutional AI policies or 
related governance documentation. Consequently, conclusions regarding governance are based on 
participants’ interpretations of policy communication and implementation, rather than direct 
analysis of formal institutional decision-making processes.  Finally, while this study has focused 
on academic staff, future research might extend to comparative perspectives, examining how 
students, policymakers, and employers interpret AI adoption. Such work would enrich 
understanding of how higher education institutions are positioned within broader social, 
professional, and labour market ecosystems in an AI-saturated environment.   These limitations do 
not undermine the value of the present study. Rather, they highlight promising avenues for future 
scholarship comparative, longitudinal, and multi-stakeholder research that can deepen 
understanding of how AI reconfigures higher education and contribute to the development of more 
robust theoretical and policy frameworks. 
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