[image: A blue and yellow background with white text

Description automatically generated]


Faculty Research
Examining non-traditional online learners’ ownership of learning in the context of ChatGPT-facilitated design
This white paper provides a summary of the work from:
Yang, M., Luo, T., Herman, K., Li, B., Chappell Moots, S., Glaser, N., & Jiang, S. (2025). Examining non-traditional online learners’ ownership of learning in the context of ChatGPT-facilitated design. Journal of Computing in Higher Education, 1-33. https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12528-025-09476-y
*First two co-authors contributed equally to this manuscript. 
Research Author Bios: 
Dr. Mohan Yang is an assistant professor of Human Resource Development at Texas A&M University and a former assistant professor in the Department of Educational Foundations and Leadership at ODU. Dr. Tian Luo is a professor of the Instructional Design and Technology program in the department of STEM and Professional Studies at ODU. Dr. Kristin Herman is currently the Assistant Director of Teaching and Learning for Centennial School District in Warminster, PA and an ODU graduate. Belle Li is a PhD candidate in Purdue University's Learning Design and Technology program. Dr. Shanan Chappell Moots currently serves as Research Professor and Director for Research Analytics in the Center for Educational Partnerships at ODU. Dr. Noah Glaser is an assistant professor in the School of Information Science & Learning Technologies, University of Missouri. Dr. Shiyan Jiang is an Associate Professor at the University of Pennsylvania.
White Paper Author: 
Dr. Tian Luo
Overview
Generative Artificial Intelligence (GenAI) is rapidly reshaping teaching and learning in higher education by offering new opportunities to personalize learning experiences. As increasing numbers of nontraditional learners enter higher education, GenAI presents both promising possibilities for supporting diverse learning needs and new challenges, especially regarding students’ ownership of learning. This mixed-method multiple-case study examines how non-traditional online students used ChatGPT within and beyond their courses, the challenges they perceived, and how they understood GenAI’s role in promoting educational equity from their own perspectives. 
Purpose of the Research
The number of non-traditional students entering higher education is ever-growing. Nontraditional
students, as compared to their counterparts, are typically defined as those students who are older than 24, work full-time, financially independent, and/or with families and children. Many traditional students favor online learning as a result of these added responsibilities and obligations compared to their traditional counterparts. The purpose of this study was to explore non-traditional online students’ perceived ownership of learning when using ChatGPT for instructional design. The study adopts the psychological ownership construct—which consists of self-efficacy, accountability, belongingness, and self-identity—as the theoretical framework. Additionally, the study aimed to explore how students utilized ChatGPT within and outside their courses, their perceived challenges, and the tool's role in promoting educational equity.  The research questions that guide this study are:
1. How do students perceive their ownership of learning while using ChatGPT to aid in their design process? 
2. How did students use ChatGPT within and outside their design process? 
3. How did students perceive the challenges of using ChatGPT in the design process? 
4. What is ChatGPT’s role in contributing to a more equitable and inclusive learning environment for non-traditional students?
Method
The study employed a mixed-methods multiple-case study design, utilizing a sequential explanatory approach that first collected quantitative data before moving to qualitative data gathering to provide deeper insights. Approximately 93.5% of participants in this study were non-traditional students. Data collection included a quantitative post-course survey administered via Qualtrics, along with qualitative data from semi-structured interviews, focus groups, and course artifacts such as ChatGPT chat history and designed products. Data analysis involved descriptive statistics and independent samples t-tests for the survey responses, and thematic analysis for qualitative data (See Table 1). Data were collected across five course-based cases across academic levels and learner profiles to examine patterns in students’ experiences and perceptions.  Case 1 included 21 beginning undergraduate students, while Case 2 consisted of 15 advanced undergraduate students. Graduate-level participation included three doctoral cohorts: Case 3 (8 first-year doctoral students), Case 4 (9 first-year doctoral students), and Case 5 (5 advanced doctoral students). The study design can be found in Figure 1. 
Table 1. Code categories and selected codes. (Yang et al., 2025)
	Cross-case categories
	Selected Codes

	Accountability
	Assumption of Responsibility for AI Output

	
	Control Over Final Submission

	Belongingness
	Authenticity of Ideas

	
	Assertion of ownership

	
	AI as a thought partner

	Self-Efficacy and Confidence
	Confidence in Execution 

	
	GAI contributes to confidence in communication

	
	Transition in confidence cased on proficiency of tool

	Identity and Personal Growth
	Maintaining professional identity

	
	Pride

	Use cases of ChatGPT
	Used for Specific Portion of Design Process 

	
	Outside design process

	
	GenAI as an alternative to traditional search

	The Challenges of Using ChatGPT
	Fear of misuse (e.g., Citation and accreditation concerns)

	
	Maintaining Authorial Voice

	
	Prompt engineering / Precision in query formulation

	
	Intellectual property considerations

	
	Trust in AI-generated content

	
	Reinforcing bias

	
	Negative impact on personal growth

	Equity and Inclusion in Learning
	More equitable learning (Personalized)

	
	Less equitable learning (Monetization)
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Figure 1. Study design (Yang et al., 2025)
Findings and Discussion 
RQ1: Student perception of ownership while using ChatGPT in the design process
Students generally felt a favorable sense of ownership over their learning when using ChatGPT. However, this perception varied significantly based on educational level and prior experience. Graduate students reported a significantly stronger sense of ownership across all dimensions (confidence, accountability, self-identity, and belongingness) compared to undergraduates. This difference arose because graduate students were more likely to use ChatGPT actively as a "thought partner" for ongoing dialogue and ideation, rather than passively using it as a simple, "one-and-done" advanced search engine. Interestingly, neurodivergent learners reported lower score on the entire ownership scale, although not significant, but reported a significantly lower sense of belonging within the larger learning community. Learning modality (synchronous vs. asynchronous online courses) made no statistically significant difference in perceived ownership.
RQ2. How did students use ChatGPT within and outside their design process
Approximately a quarter of all students who submitted their chat history and/or design artifacts actively used ChatGPT. Students primarily used ChatGPT to aid in the analysis and early design phases of their projects, focusing on ideation, brainstorming, and generating initial outlines. Some used it like Google—asking general questions and pasting answers. Use in later, more complex stages such as design implementation or evaluation were less common across all groups. Some students especially graduate students who work full-time in an instructional design position also transferred the skills learned in class to their workplace learning and performance, frequently using ChatGPT outside the classroom for practical tasks like professional email drafting, simplifying complex concepts, and modifying text for accessibility. 
RQ3. Challenges of using ChatGPT in the design process
Students noted challenges related to intellectual property, prompt engineering difficulty, maintaining their unique authorial voice, and a lack of trust in the accuracy and reliability of AI-generated content. A key distinction emerged between student levels: Undergraduate students were primarily concerned with academic integrity, expressing fears about plagiarism and potential consequences from professors. In contrast, graduate students were more concerned with the long-term implications on their professional identity and maintaining the integrity of their professional work, viewing AI misuse as compromising their career standing and undermining their work integrity.
It is essential that faculty provide comprehensive training on GenAI literacy, focusing not only on ethical use but also on critical evaluation and adaptation of AI output to ensure accuracy. Faculty should consider tailoring conversations about ethical use: with undergraduates, emphasize plagiarism and academic honesty and design AI-proof assignments; with graduate students, focus on how responsible AI use integrates into professional standards and quality control.
RQ4: ChatGPT’s role for equitable learning
Many learners viewed ChatGPT optimistically, suggesting it could increase educational equity by supporting specific groups, including non-native English speakers, adult learners, and those with processing challenges or neurodivergence. Neurodivergent students specifically found the tool helped them organize thoughts and manage feelings of being overwhelmed or having "imposter syndrome." However, students also expressed concerns that the monetization of advanced AI features could create new inequities in access. Furthermore, they recognized that GenAI content risks being biased or monocultural, potentially amplifying existing stereotypes.
In addition to providing comprehensive training, faculty who are interested in implementing GenAI in their instruction should move beyond general ethical rules to focus on critical evaluation and adaptation of AI output to ensure accuracy and maintain learners’ individual voice and professional identity. To support non-traditional and diverse learners, faculty must address the issue of bias in AI output and structure assignments so that students using free versions of the tool are not significantly disadvantaged compared to those using paid subscriptions. Finally, faculty should scaffold activities to encourage students to utilize ChatGPT as an "active thought partner" throughout the entire design lifecycle, not just for initial ideation, to boost their perceived ownership.
Conclusions
The study employed a mixed-methods multiple-case study design to explore how non-traditional online students perceived their ownership of learning when using ChatGPT for instructional design tasks. Adopting the psychological ownership construct as the theoretical framework, the research examined four key dimensions: self-efficacy, accountability, belongingness, and self-identity. Findings indicated that students’ educational levels (undergraduate vs. graduate) and prior AI experiences (no AI experience vs. prior AI experience) played a significant role in their perceived ownership, with graduate students and those with prior experience reporting statistically higher scores across most dimensions. Notably, while overall ownership was not significantly impacted by neurodivergent status or learning modality, neurodivergent learners did report statistically significantly lower scores on the belongingness subscale. Usage patterns varied by level; graduate students tended to be active users, engaging with ChatGPT as a "thought partner" for ongoing dialogue and ideation, whereas undergraduates often used it passively as a smart search engine. Students primarily leveraged the tool during the analysis and early design phases of projects, such as brainstorming and outlining, but less so for implementation or evaluation. Despite these concerns, students recognized ChatGPT's great potential for promoting equity by offering 24/7 personalized support and aiding groups like non-native English speakers or neurodivergent learners. As one of the first studies to explore ownership of learning in this context, it highlights the necessity of providing comprehensive GenAI literacy training that addresses both ethical use and critical evaluation of AI use.
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