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1. Introduction

The advent of Artificial Intelligence (Al) has greatly eased the transmission and
acquisition of knowledge but like a coin with two sides, the tool comes with its own
disadvantages that raise some concerns. According to Vieriu & Petria (2025, p.10),
Al provides “personalized learning, enhanced engagement, and improved access to
educational resources”, which goes a long way to boost the educational sectors.
However, since the tool is accessible to nearly everyone without proper guidance
on how to use it productively in a way that enhances intellectual growth, many
students end up using it in a way that makes them lazy and less intellectually active,
Zhai C, et al (2024), Hafza (2024), Baker (2024) . According to Darwin et al (2023,
p.15), Al can improve critical thinking at different levels but has its limitations such
as “lack of personalization, risk of echo chambers, overdependence and challenges
in nuanced understanding” and they believe there is a need for a balanced
approach whilst using it and to be cautious of its limitations. My focus is on how we
can use the tool as a learning aid, rather than simply relying on it as the sole source
of information while also enhancing students’ critical thinking skills.

2. Motivation

As an English Language and Literature in English teacher to some lay-private
secondary schools in Cameroon, | came to realize during the 2024/2025 academic
year that whenever | gave assignments to my students, they would simply rush
home, give the assignment to Al and present the responses to me when next we
met. | got to know that some of them used Al because | knew their levels and could
easily determine they had used Al when they produced write-ups with a very high
level of thematic and linguistic proficiency. Some students confessed that they had
used it after | assured them that | would not punish anyone and would rather
encourage them for being smart enough to use the tool. Even with that, | was still
happy that they knew about Al and could use the tool for research but | had a

14



( idtL‘ﬂ
e’

problem because this made my students lazy which did not help their intellectual
growth to a certain extent. These students are expected to produce good write-ups
in different scenarios and exams. Without the research tool, especially in the
examination hall, | knew they would face serious problems. | began thinking of ways
that could continually encourage my students to use Al as a facilitator but in a way
that they learned from it and grew intellectually.

Project Based Learning was deemed suitable for this study as Al-Rawi and Zaytoon
(2016), a curriculum that fosters student independence and academic excellence by
applying existing knowledge to explore solutions. It also accommodates diverse
learners through collaborative group communication. Project-based Learning was
apt for this research because | wanted a process whereby the students took part in
the research process— carried out research, produced results and implemented
them.

The research problem addressed in this study is the overreliance on Al by
secondary school students in Cameroon, which hinders their critical thinking and
independent research skills. Despite Al's potential as an educational tool, its
unguided use leads to intellectual passivity, as students often submit Al-generated
work without deeper engagement or learning. The study explores how a
project-based learning approach can harness Al as a constructive learning aid,
rather than an end-source provider by encouraging comparative analysis,
self-reflection, and iterative improvement in student writing, thereby fostering
critical thinking and autonomous research skills.

3. The Research Project
3.1 Phase |

| conducted this project with my Form Four (Year 10) class with ages ranging
between 12 and 16. | introduced it through an essay assignment: “Write an essay
(450-500 words) ending with ‘from that day, | decided never to trust my friend
again.” To motivate students and ensure engagement, | designated this project as
part of their end of year promotion exam that would see them promoted to the
next class.

| divided the class into five groups based on seating due to the large class size that
comprised 65 students. Also, | believed grouping the students would encourage
collaboration and peer learning. The student with the highest second-term average
in each group became the leader, responsible for coordinating their group,
collecting essays and names, and submitting them to me which gave the students
more control. To further motivate them, | announced the group with the best
essays would earn the highest marks, which they agreed to. | also warned that
using Al would result in a zero, stating | could detect it, primarily to deter its use.
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3.2 Phase Il

Group leaders submitted the essays. | reviewed them to ensure no Al use and
graded students based on presentation and adherence to instructions. However, |
did not use a tool to evaluate their essays on the basis of whether they were
written by Al or not. | simply used my inherent knowledge of the student’s levels
and my experience with Al to evaluate their essays. Next, | assigned homework:
students had to input the same essay prompt into Meta Al (chosen for its
accessibility via WhatsApp), copy its generated essay, and then compare it to their
own. They were instructed to prepare a presentation highlighting the differences
using charts or paper for the next class. Reinforcing group competition motivated
them, sparking unexpectedly creative presentations. | also supported students who
sought individual clarifications.

3.3 Phase lll

3.3.1 Students’ Finding Differences Realised Between Al and the Student’s
Essays

Students observed some notable differences at the level of formality, and
vocabulary. They observed that Al's essays used more formal, standard English with
sophisticated vocabulary (with words such as; vulnerabilities, catalyst, irreparable)
and complex sentence structures, whilst their writings were more conversational
and accessible especially after using words like (good, handsome, calm, problem).

At the level of tone, students used the procedure for identifying tone in poems
taught during Literature in English lessons and the group essay’s tone was deemed
to be both narrative and descriptive as it emphasized the specific actions and
conversations, using a more casual and straightforward language. Al’'s tone was
introspective and philosophical as it focused on emotional depth and the
psychological impact of betrayal.

The students also picked out some differences in grammatical execution. According
to them, Meta Al's essays demonstrated superior technical execution—flawless
grammar, punctuation, and spelling—whereas theirs contained some errors.

Structurally, the students found some differences. They remarked that Meta Al’s
essay began with captivating sentences, limited paragraph organization, a shorter
introduction (7 to 9 lines) and typically two concise paragraphs for the entire essay
against the students' three more paragraphs).Meta Al used more literary devices,
like metaphors, within a paragraph than the students.

Thematic analysis done by the students through the identification of prevalent
themes in the essays just like they do with literary texts revealed Al’s essay focused
on internal emotional journeys (e.g., trust, vulnerability) and philosophical
reflection, contrasting with students’ anecdotal, chronological storytelling
emphasizing external events and social consequences.
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Regarding classroom suitability it was revealed by the students that the group’s
essay is more appropriate for classroom storytelling whilst Al’s is more appropriate
for academic or literary use.

3.3.2 Notable Similarities

Both the student essays and the Al-generated essays shared fundamental structural
and thematic commonalities.

-Structurally, each employed paragraphs and had similar content
organization.

-Thematically, both effectively communicated the same core idea of
betrayal and loss.

-Both essays shared a deeply emotional and reflective tone as they share
the feelings of sadness and vividly describe the narrator’s feelings of
betrayal and loss.

The group also picked out difficult words learned from Al's essay such as:
vulnerabilities, humiliation, genuine, fragile, tainted, arduous, overwhelming,
wandering, scars. They also managed to bring out the moral lessons learned from

both essays such as, “trust can be broken”, “protect yourself”, “respect boundaries”,
“be patient”, and more.

3.5 Part IV

After the students did their presentations in class, we then agreed that they would
go home and write another essay that began with “While jumping over the school
fence, | heard a voice saying ‘don’t move’”. We agreed that they would implement
whatever they believe could make their essays better after comparing their essays
to that of Al. In order to achieve the intended results of the project, | had to warn
them that if they copied from Al, they would earn a zero which could hinder their
promotion to the next class.

When | collected the final essays on “While jumping over the school fence, | heard a
voice saying ‘don’t move’”, | went through them and | was quite happy that most of
their analyses were accurate, which meant | successfully achieved the goal of
igniting beneficial critical thinking in my students, even though | felt like they
underrated their essays too much. A very good example could be seen when they
underrated their use of literary devices. Some of them made good use of these
devices but did not do so intentionally, unfortunately. Overall, | found their analysis
interesting and useful.

4, Results

After collecting the written essays from the students and manually evaluating by
reading through their initially submitted essays before the Al comparison and after,
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improvements at the level of vocabulary, mechanics, structure and syntactic
complexity, this is what | realized:

Aspect Evaluated

Observations

Examples

Vocabulary Growth

Majority of students
effectively integrated
new vocabulary from Al
essays into their final
drafts, enhancing clarity

Many highlighting terms
like “genuinely”, “void”,
“heed”, “faintly”,
“grateful” and more as

newly acquired.

Mechanics
(Punctuation) and
Capitalisation

Improvements in
mechanics, notably
punctuations and
capitalization (inverted
commas, commas, full
stops), were also
observed. Misuse of
apostrophes for plurals
was corrected too

Essay 1:

(wrong usage of
apostrophe): “many
friend’s” corrected to
“friends”

Essay 2:

(wrong usage of capital
letters)

Initial essay: “it all
started on a thursday”
Final submission: “All
started on a Friday”

Structural
improvements

-Students improved the
overall structures of their
work tremendously by
adopting better
paragraphing and
formatting.

-The most glaring
improvement was at the
level of the introduction
as they produced more
mature introductions

Initial submissions: Many
submitted essays with
one paragraph

Final submission: Essays
ranging between seven
and eight paragraphs,
including the block
paragraph style (more
common in American
English).

Syntactic complexity

Minimal improvement;
students retained
simpler sentence
structures compared to
Al’s sophistication,
suggesting a need for
more sustained practice

Al essays featured more
complex sentence
structures, while
students mostly kept
simpler constructions.
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Some students Orderly presentation of
demonstrated creativity | the materials on the
Additional insights and effort beyond charts.
writing;deepening Attractive flowery
engagement decorations on the
charts
Good usage of colours to
highlight their ideas

Table 1. Observed Improvements in Student Essays Following Al Comparison and
Improvements

5. Conclusion

The project-based approach has been deemed one of the best methods of teaching
and learning, particularly when compared to conventional instruction, as
demonstrated by Issa & Khataibeh (2021), who found it superior in enhancing
critical thinking and overall effectiveness— an important reason for adopting this
approach in our study. Thus, harnessing Al as a learning tool demonstrates massive
potential in fostering critical thinking, independent research skills, and
metacognitive awareness among secondary school students in Cameroon. By
structuring the learning process in phases (initial writing, Al comparison, group
analysis, and subsequent improvement), the project effectively engaged students in
active learning, encouraging them to critically evaluate their own work alongside
Al-generated essays. The findings reveal integrative learning was implemented and
visible improvements could be seen in essay structure, vocabulary acquisition,
punctuation usage, and thematic depth, proving that Al can serve as a valuable
comparative tool rather than a replacement for student effort.

Above all, change is inevitable and the era of Al has brought about change and
provided opportunities to improve education. This project has proven that we can
shift from the perception of the teacher being the sole provider of knowledge and
Al being an end-source provider to one where we can entrust students with the
ability to carry out research in order to solve the problems around that can be
mutually beneficial to the students and teachers. The project not only improved
students’ writing but also empowered them to take ownership of their learning—an
essential step in preparing them for academic and professional environments
where Al will inevitably play a role. However, its success also serves as a reminder
that technology alone is not a panacea; effective integration depends on thoughtful
pedagogy, continuous teacher support, and a commitment to nurturing students’
intellectual autonomy.
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