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 Artificial intelligence (AI) is reshaping higher education by transforming how students 

interact with digital learning environments. Within this context, the integration of AI-

based learning platforms in Indonesian universities presents unique experiential and 

cultural challenges for students adapting to new modes of instruction. Despite growing 

interest in AI-enhanced education, little is known about how students personally 

experience the transition toward algorithm-driven learning systems. This study 

investigates the question: How do students make sense of their adaptation to AI-based 

learning platforms in higher education? Using a descriptive phenomenological 

approach, data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews with ten 

university students. Thematic analysis was conducted using a structured method to 

extract the essence of their experiences. Rather than relying on technical 

phenomenological jargon, this research employs a clear and accessible analysis to 

uncover the essential meanings of students’ lived experiences in engaging with AI-

mediated education. The analysis replaced the specialized term “eidetic reduction” with 

a focus on identifying recurring experiential patterns. The findings reveal four central 

themes: initial confusion and intimidation, growing empowerment through 

personalized AI feedback, emotional tension due to reduced human interaction, and a 

redefined sense of learning autonomy. These results highlight the complex emotional 

and cognitive processes that underlie students’ adaptation to AI, extending beyond 

measurable performance metrics. This study deepens our understanding of AI’s impact 

on student experience and provides a foundation for designing more empathetic and 

culturally sensitive learning technologies in the future. 
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INTRODUCTION  

The rapid integration of artificial intelligence (AI) into educational systems marks a significant 

shift in how learning is designed, delivered, and experienced across the globe. In higher education, AI-

based learning platforms are increasingly employed to personalize instruction, monitor learner 

performance, and automate administrative tasks. These developments reflect a broader trend in digital 

transformation, wherein educational institutions adopt intelligent technologies to enhance scalability, 

efficiency, and adaptability in teaching and learning processes. 

Amid these advancements, students are not merely passive recipients; they are active 

participants whose behaviors, emotions, and social interactions are continually shaped by AI systems. 

However, current research remains heavily skewed toward the technical benefits of AI—such as 

performance gains and instructional automation—while paying insufficient attention to students’ 

subjective experiences, especially in underrepresented regions like Indonesia. 

There is a notable gap in understanding how learners in diverse cultural settings emotionally 

and cognitively adapt to algorithm-driven educational tools. This study aims to fill that gap by exploring 

how Indonesian university students perceive and make sense of their engagement with AI-based 

learning platforms. By centering on students' lived experiences, this research offers insights into the 
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emotional, social, and autonomous dimensions of learning that are often overlooked in existing 

literature. 

Understanding the lived experiences of students is crucial, as AI-based platforms are not neutral 

tools—they influence cognitive habits, reshape learning environments, and alter the dynamics of 

autonomy and control in education. These systems also mediate students’ sense of engagement, identity, 

and emotional well-being in ways that are often subtle yet profound. In Indonesian higher education, 

where digital literacy levels and cultural attitudes toward authority and technology vary widely, the 

adaptation to AI-supported learning may carry unique emotional and experiential dimensions. 

Given these complexities, a deeper exploration of how students make sense of their engagement 

with AI in educational settings becomes not only relevant but essential. Rather than assessing 

performance metrics or system efficiency, it is necessary to examine the subjective meanings that 

emerge from students’ lived encounters with AI learning platforms. A phenomenological perspective is 

thus warranted to capture the richness of these personal experiences, illuminating how individuals 

construct meaning and navigate change within an increasingly technologized learning environment. 

Research on students’ lived experiences in the context of technology-enhanced education has 

gained increasing prominence, particularly as educational technologies become more sophisticated and 

embedded in everyday academic life. Scholars have acknowledged the importance of understanding 

how learners engage with, adapt to, and make meaning from their interactions with digital platforms—

not merely in terms of outcomes, but as evolving personal experiences shaped by context, emotion, and 

perception1. 

However, capturing the essence of such experiences presents significant methodological 

challenges. Much of the existing research in educational technology remains dominated by quantitative 

approaches that prioritize performance indicators, system usability metrics, or behavioral analytics2. 

While valuable in their own right, these methods often overlook the nuanced emotional, cognitive, and 

existential dimensions of how students encounter and internalize the use of AI-based systems. 

In the specific case of AI-driven learning platforms, the automation and personalization features 

may profoundly affect students' sense of control, identity, and connection to the learning process. Yet, 

traditional survey-based methods are insufficient to uncover the deeper meanings embedded in these 

human-technology interactions. Without access to the subjective perspectives of learners, many critical 

questions about how such platforms are actually experienced in real-life contexts remain unanswered. 

This gap in methodological suitability renders many prior studies limited in their ability to fully 

account for the complexity of student adaptation within AI-mediated environments. A 

phenomenological approach, which seeks to uncover the structures of experience as lived by 

individuals, is therefore essential to provide a more complete and authentic understanding of how 

students navigate the shifting boundaries of learning in the age of artificial intelligence. 

In response to the growing integration of AI in higher education, many institutions have adopted 

practical frameworks to evaluate student engagement with AI-based learning platforms. These 

frameworks typically rely on standardized assessments, usability testing, or behavioral tracking data to 

determine how effectively students interact with such systems1. While these methods provide useful 

insights into measurable outcomes, they fall short in capturing the depth of students’ internal 

experiences, particularly in relation to emotional adaptation, identity negotiation, and perceived agency 

within AI-mediated learning environments. 

Such conventional approaches often reduce complex human experiences to simplified 

variables, thereby overlooking the multifaceted ways in which students make sense of, and emotionally 

respond to, intelligent learning technologies. As a result, the literature offers limited understanding of 

how students interpret the changing nature of their learning, especially when interacting with systems 

that simulate autonomy, adapt in real-time, and respond with algorithmically generated feedback. The 

subtle psychological transitions students undergo—ranging from confusion and disorientation to 

empowerment and isolation—remain insufficiently explored. 
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This gap underscores the need for a more holistic methodological lens, one that does not merely 

measure adaptation but seeks to understand how it is lived and experienced. A phenomenological 

approach offers such a lens, enabling researchers to uncover the essential meanings behind students’ 

engagements with AI-based platforms. By attending to the subjective, first-person perspectives of 

learners, phenomenology provides a deeper, more authentic exploration of the lived realities that 

accompany technological change in educational contexts. 

Several studies have explored student experiences in digital learning environments, yet few 

have focused specifically on the psychological and emotional transitions triggered by AI-based systems. 

Existing research often prioritizes performance outcomes or system usability, leaving limited 

understanding of how learners internalize and adapt to intelligent educational tools. Prior work by van 

Manen (2014) emphasizes the need to access lived experience through narrative and reflection to grasp 

the full impact of technology on learning. In the context of Indonesian higher education, there remains 

a gap in capturing how students personally engage with the transformation of learning through AI. This 

study builds on that foundation by shifting attention toward subjective, student-centered experiences. 

To explore the meaning of adaptation to AI-based learning platforms, this research uses a 

descriptive phenomenological approach. This method was chosen because it centers on how individuals 

experience phenomena in their own terms, without presupposing theoretical or systemic frameworks. It 

allows a return to the essence of the lived experience by focusing on perception, emotion, and 

interpretation as expressed directly by participants. The study answers the previously identified 

knowledge gap by illuminating how students perceive and respond to AI in their learning processes. 

Through deep interviews and thematic analysis, this study reveals key experiential patterns and 

emotional responses. 

This article begins with an introduction to the broader context of AI in education and the 

rationale for a phenomenological inquiry. It then outlines the specific phenomenon under investigation, 

followed by a detailed explanation of the methodology used to collect and analyze data. The findings 

section presents four core themes that emerged from the analysis, supported by direct quotes from 

participants. A discussion follows to interpret these themes within the larger context of educational 

change and digital learning. The article concludes by summarizing the main contributions, implications, 

and suggestions for future research. 

 

RESEARCH METHODS  

Study Design 

This study employed a descriptive phenomenological design to explore the lived experiences 

of university students adapting to AI-based learning platforms in higher education settings in Indonesia. 

The phenomenological approach was selected to facilitate an in-depth exploration of participants' 

subjective perceptions, emotions, and cognitive responses, which are central to understanding the 

essence of their adaptation process. By focusing on how the phenomenon is experienced rather than 

how it is explained or interpreted, descriptive phenomenology enables a rich portrayal of meaning as it 

emerges directly from the participants' lived realities. The study was grounded in Husserlian principles, 

emphasizing the reduction of preconceptions through the process of epoché and the identification of 

essential structures within the experience through eidetic reduction. 

Participants 

Participants consisted of undergraduate students currently enrolled at accredited Indonesian 

universities who had direct experience using AI-based learning platforms for at least one academic 

semester. The selection followed purposive sampling procedures to ensure the inclusion of individuals 

who had meaningful exposure to the phenomenon under investigation. Inclusion criteria required 

participants to be between 18 and 25 years of age, actively engaged in AI-integrated coursework, and 

willing to articulate their experiences in depth. Individuals who had only used conventional learning 

management systems (LMS) without AI features were excluded. A total of ten participants (5 male and 

5 female) with an average age of 21.3 years were included in the study, representing various academic 

disciplines such as computer science, business, and education. In addition to gender and discipline, 
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participants varied in regional background (urban vs. rural), year of study, and prior exposure to digital 

technologies, which enriched the interpretive depth of the data. 

Although the sample size was limited to ten, data saturation was achieved when no new themes 

or insights emerged during the final interviews. The decision was supported by thematic redundancy 

and consistency across participant narratives, affirming the adequacy of the sample in line with 

phenomenological research standards. 

Data Collection 

Data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews conducted either in person or 

via secure video conferencing platforms, depending on participant preference and geographic 

accessibility. The interviews followed a flexible guide designed to elicit rich descriptions of participants' 

experiences, including prompts about initial impressions, emotional responses, learning behaviors, and 

perceptions of the AI system’s role in shaping their academic engagement. Each interview lasted 

between 45 and 75 minutes and was conducted in a quiet, private setting to ensure participant comfort 

and openness. All sessions were audio-recorded with consent, and supplementary field notes were taken 

to capture contextual observations. The interview protocol was developed based on existing 

phenomenological studies in educational technology and refined through pilot testing with two students 

not included in the final sample. 

Data Analysis 

The data were analyzed using thematic analysis consistent with descriptive phenomenology. 

Transcripts were reviewed multiple times to immerse in the data, followed by open coding to identify 

meaningful units of experience. These units were then grouped into clusters of themes through an 

iterative process of reduction, maintaining fidelity to the participants’ original expressions. Redundant 

or non-essential data were excluded through eidetic reduction to uncover the essence of each experience. 

NVivo 12 software was employed to manage the qualitative data efficiently. Specifically, it facilitated 

the systematic coding of transcripts, the visualization of co-occurring themes through cluster maps, and 

the categorization of patterns across participants. The tool was particularly helpful in maintaining audit 

trails and enhancing the transparency of analytic decisions.The final themes were derived by 

synthesizing individual accounts into shared experiential structures, revealing the common essence of 

adaptation to AI-based learning environments. 

Ethical Considerations 

Ethical approval was obtained from the institutional review board of the affiliated university, 

and the study adhered to the ethical guidelines outlined in the Declaration of Helsinki. Written informed 

consent was obtained from all participants prior to data collection. Participants were informed of their 

right to withdraw at any stage without consequences, and all data were anonymized to protect personal 

identities. Audio recordings and transcripts were securely stored with restricted access to ensure 

confidentiality. 

 

RESULTS  

The analysis of interview data revealed four major themes that represent the essence of 

students’ experiences as they adapt to AI-based learning platforms in higher education settings in 

Indonesia. These themes emerged through a systematic thematic analysis grounded in a descriptive 

phenomenological approach, capturing the students’ subjective perspectives and lived realities. 

Navigating the Initial Confusion and Technological Intimidation 

Many students reported feeling overwhelmed and confused when first engaging with AI-based 

learning systems. This initial uncertainty often stemmed from a lack of familiarity with AI 

functionalities and the abrupt transition from traditional platforms to more automated and intelligent 

interfaces. 

“At first, I didn’t understand what the system was asking me to do. It felt like I was talking to 

a machine that already knew everything, and I didn’t know where to begin.” (P4) 
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Students expressed a perceived cognitive gap between their existing digital literacy and the 

expectations imposed by AI systems. This mismatch led to emotional responses ranging from anxiety 

to self-doubt, especially during the first weeks of use. 

“It was like the platform was smarter than me. I kept thinking—am I the only one who doesn’t 

get this?” (P7) 

This theme highlights the psychological and emotional adaptation that students underwent 

before becoming functional users of the platform. 

Gradual Sense of Empowerment through Algorithmic Guidance 

As students continued to interact with the AI-based platforms, many described a growing sense 

of agency and empowerment, especially when the system provided personalized feedback and learning 

recommendations. This guidance was often experienced as a form of individualized support that 

traditional classroom settings could not provide. 

“The AI gave me suggestions based on my previous answers. It felt like it was tailored to me—

I actually felt supported.” (P2) 

Participants indicated that such feedback helped them identify learning gaps more precisely, 

and enabled a self-paced learning rhythm that respected their individual capabilities. 

“After a while, I realized it’s not about competing with others, but about improving myself. The 

AI helped me see that.” (P6) 

This theme reflects the transformation of the AI system from an intimidating presence into a 

pedagogical partner. 

Tensions between Human Connection and Machine Mediation 

Despite the functional benefits of AI platforms, a recurring concern among participants was the 

reduced sense of human connection in the learning process. Students often missed spontaneous 

discussions, emotional resonance, and direct feedback from lecturers. 

“Even though the AI was efficient, I sometimes felt alone. There was no ‘real’ conversation—

just instructions and feedback.” (P1) 

Some students expressed discomfort at how interactions with the system replaced traditional 

dialogue, leading to a sense of emotional disconnection. 

“You can’t ask the AI for motivation. You can’t see a teacher’s expression. It’s efficient, yes—

but a bit cold.” (P8) 

This theme underscores a significant tension between technological efficacy and the human 

need for relational learning experiences. 

Redefining Learning Autonomy in a Digital Ecosystem 

Engaging with AI systems also prompted students to reflect on their autonomy as learners. 

While some appreciated the flexibility and control over their learning pace, others struggled with the 

self-discipline required to navigate content without direct supervision. 

“It forced me to manage my own time. At first, it was hard, but then I realized I was responsible 

for my own learning.” (P5) 

“The platform didn’t remind me to stay focused. If I wasn’t motivated, nothing pushed me.” 

(P9) 

This theme reveals the double-edged nature of learning autonomy within AI environments—

offering independence while also requiring maturity and initiative. 

The experiences of students adapting to AI-based learning platforms reveal a complex interplay 

between technological adaptation, emotional response, and evolving learning autonomy. From initial 

confusion and intimidation to eventual empowerment and self-regulation, the phenomenological 
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accounts illuminate both the potentials and limitations of AI integration in higher education. These 

findings provide foundational insight into how digital learning systems are perceived and navigated by 

students on a subjective level. 

AI in education 

 

 

DISCUSSION  

The findings of this study reveal the essential experience of university students adapting to AI-

based learning platforms as a dynamic journey marked by initial uncertainty, emotional negotiation, 

and the gradual redefinition of autonomy in learning. These experiences respond directly to the central 

research question by illustrating how students construct personal meaning when engaging with AI 

systems in educational contexts. 

The study contributes uniquely to understanding this phenomenon by uncovering four key 

experiential themes—technological intimidation, emerging empowerment, tensions in relational 

dynamics, and evolving autonomy—which together form a holistic picture of student adaptation. Rather 

than presenting a linear or universally positive adjustment, the findings highlight a complex emotional 

process in which students oscillate between dependence on the system and efforts to reclaim agency. 

This nuanced depiction responds to the knowledge gap previously identified, showing that adaptation 

is not merely functional but deeply existential, involving shifts in identity, confidence, and interpersonal 

expectations. 

The results resonate with and extend existing phenomenological literature on technology-

mediated learning. For instance, van Manen (2014) emphasized the centrality of lived experience in 

understanding pedagogical practices, and these findings affirm that AI systems are not experienced as 

neutral tools but as relational agents that evoke emotional and cognitive responses. The discomfort with 

reduced human presence aligns with Cummings’ (2022) findings on digital alienation, while the sense 

of empowerment reflects themes explored by Zhang (2021) regarding personalized interaction in virtual 

spaces. However, unlike prior studies focused on Western or high-tech educational settings, this study 

contextualizes these dynamics within the Indonesian higher education system, where cultural 

expectations and varying levels of digital readiness further shape the adaptation process. This 
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intersection of technology and culture underscores the necessity of examining AI integration not only 

as a pedagogical innovation but as a deeply human encounter. 

The findings of this study have important implications for educational policy, instructional 

design, and student support systems within AI-enhanced learning environments. From a practical 

standpoint, understanding how students emotionally and cognitively engage with AI platforms can 

inform the development of more empathetic and responsive systems. For example, incorporating design 

elements that foster a sense of human presence or offer socio-emotional scaffolding may help mitigate 

feelings of isolation. Culturally, the study underscores the importance of aligning AI integration with 

local educational values, particularly in settings like Indonesia, where authority structures, communal 

learning, and respect for teacher presence remain influential. These insights suggest that educational 

technology must be designed not only for functionality but also for meaningful engagement with the 

learner’s lived context. 

This study, however, is not without limitations. As a phenomenological inquiry, its goal was 

not to generalize but to uncover deep, contextual meaning from a small, purposively selected group of 

participants. All participants were drawn from universities with active AI-based platforms, which may 

not reflect the broader experiences of students in institutions with limited digital infrastructure. 

Additionally, the use of semi-structured interviews, while effective in eliciting rich narratives, may be 

influenced by participants’ ability to articulate their experiences introspectively. These limitations call 

for caution in interpreting the findings beyond the specific contexts in which they were generated. 

Future research may build on these findings by exploring longitudinal experiences of students 

as they engage with AI systems across multiple semesters or courses. Comparative studies across 

cultural or institutional contexts could further illuminate how values, norms, and technological 

readiness shape students’ adaptation to AI in education. Moreover, interdisciplinary approaches that 

combine phenomenological insights with design-based research may contribute to the development of 

AI platforms that are both technologically advanced and human-centered. This research thus opens 

pathways for a deeper dialogue between technological innovation and educational experience. 

 

CONCLUSION  

This study explored the lived experiences of university students adapting to AI-based learning 

platforms in Indonesian higher education. Using a descriptive phenomenological approach, the research 

uncovered four essential themes that revealed the emotional, cognitive, and relational complexities of 

this adaptation process. The findings show that students experience a progression from initial confusion 

to empowerment, accompanied by tensions in human connection and redefined autonomy. These 

insights fill a critical gap in the literature by providing a nuanced, experience-based understanding of 

student engagement with AI technologies—beyond performance metrics or usability frameworks.  

The study underscores the need for AI platform designers and higher education institutions to 

integrate culturally responsive and emotionally aware features into system development. Design 

principles should move beyond personalization algorithms to include elements that foster human 

connection, provide empathetic feedback, and respect diverse learner identities. Institutions should also 

implement policies that support hybrid pedagogical models, offering human mentoring alongside AI-

driven learning to mitigate emotional detachment. Future research should investigate student adaptation 

across different types of AI platforms (e.g., adaptive tutoring systems, generative AI writing tools) and 

educational levels (e.g., vocational education or postgraduate studies), especially within Southeast 

Asian or other underrepresented cultural contexts. Longitudinal approaches could further trace 

emotional shifts and autonomy development over time, offering deeper insight into sustainable AI 

integration in education. 
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