
Navigating AI and Multilingualism in Academic 

Writing: STEM Students’ Perspectives 

1

©
 T

h
o
m

a
s
 O

tt

Nrupa Chandra and Theresa Mensah

SchreibCenter am Sprachenzentrum – TU Darmstadt



Today’s Agenda
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Why and How?

Key Observations & Frequent Themes

Dependability Perception of ChatGPT

The Role of AI in Writing Practices

Ethics, Ownership & Voice

Limitations and Outlook

Recommendations for Writing Centers & Tutors



Why this Study Matters?
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“the difference between Google and 

ChatGPT is Google brought the library to 

you(4 nods, 1 agreement sound), but you 

still had to read, you still had to 

understand, you still had to —if not 

reproduce, then —reinterpret things. 

ChatGPT has taken the next step, it not 

only has the entire library, it can read 

the entire library and make content for 

you.” (FG1P2)

● More STEM students visiting TU 

Darmstadt SchreibCenter

● Language and demographic shift as 

TU Darmstadt offers more English 

programs

● Students bring AI tools into 

academic writing

● Writing Centers and Tutors must 

adapt to multilingual, AI-using 

STEM writers



How We Did It?
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Limitations! biased sample not “random” STEM voices.

Recruitment

• Peers, classmates and coworkers
• STEM students are not  fans of talking about writing!

Format

• 2 1 hr moderated Focus Groups
• Audio and non-verbals recorded and Transcribed

Analysis

• Exploratory coding based on research question



Our Focus Groups: STEM & Multilingual

Mother Tongues of the Participants
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• 2 groups, 9 TU Darmstadt STEM students (4 

Bachelor’s & 5 Master’s | 8 men & 1 woman)

• Majors: Aerospace, Computer Sci, Mechatronics, 

Env. Eng., Electrical Eng.

• Mother tongues: Romanian, Tamil, German, 

Chinese, Kannada, Spanish, Urdu/Hindi

• Writing in: Mostly English, some German



Analysis

6

Research Question: How are Multilingual STEM students at TU Darmstadt using AI 

in their scientific writing processes and how can writing centers adapt to this?

Examples of Moderator 

Questions: 

How do you primarily use AI when it 

comes to scientific writing ?

How would you rate your writing 

skills when writing with AI Vs writing 

without AI ?

How has your usage of AI changed 

over the last three years ?

How are Focus Group students 
using AI in Scientific Writing?

Human-AI 
Relationship

Specific AI 
Usage

Brainstorming & 
Drafting

Translation Ghostwriter Collaborator

24 codes in Codebook, including 

STEM Identity & Writing

“I could also, um, get 

[ChatGPT] to ask me 

what I want (2 nods)...I 

discovered, ah, I want to 

write in this direction… it 

was kind of like 

a…supervisor” (FG2P2)

“a lot of the content about it 

is in English... So I just ask 

for sources and translate 

[with ChatGPT] because 

English vocabulary and 

German vocabulary about 

the topics are often very far 

apart.” (FG1P4)

“Write this report about 

the economics of the 

Roman Empire, for me, 

needs to be 20 pages 

long, with introduction 

and, content table and 

everything (2 laughs).” 

(FG2P3)

“when I’m having 

debates, I give my side, 

and then, uh, [ChatGPT] 

rebuttals …sharing its 

view or whatever view I 

decide it to choose.” 

(FG1P5)

based on Morgan D. L. (2019). Basic and Advanced Focus Groups



3 Key Observations
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AI is use is normalized 

• Students use it daily for 
grammar, structuring and coding.

“I don’t know what I would do 
without it at this point “ - (FG1P1)

“for me, for the thesis, for 
example… I don’t know if I would 
have even chosen the topic 
without AI out there”- (FG2P1)

100% of Focus Group Participants mentioned using ChatGPT

Multilingualism is central, not 
peripheral

• Translation is the most trusted 
use case. 

“I know 3 languages…,  I just let 
ChatGPT explain in each language, 
and then it fires …different in my 
brain, and I understand the topic 
better.” - (FG1P1) 

“It does a better job than google 
Translate” - (FG1P5)



4 Most Frequent Themes
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• students value speed and assistance, but 
remain wary of mistakes and losing the 
chance to think deeply.

Positives vs. 
Negatives

Mentions of Positive vs Negative 

sentiments on AI use in FG1 and 

FG2  proportioned

• central to writing practices; translation seen 
as the most dependable use of AI.

Multilingualism & 
Translation

• Students view AI through their STEM lens, 
often treating writing as secondary to “real” 
technical work.

STEM Identity & 
Writing

• boundaries of “help vs. cheating,” worries 
about stigma and losing authentic voice.

Ethics & Ownership



Dependability Perception of ChatGPT
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Technical 

problem-solving

Grammar/style checks & 

Improvement

Translation across 

Languages

Trust Spectrum

Text Production Less trusted: Text Production. “It 
doesn't sound like one person has 
written it. It sounds like many 
people.” (FG2P2)  

Most Trusted : Translation 
“Interpretation, not literal translation. 
It translates like a human would” 
(FG1P1).

Somewhat Trusted: Grammar/style 
checks & Improvement. seen as 
helpful but only when students 
remain cautious.

Least trusted: Technical problem-
solving or subject-specific answers. 
“90% of the time it’s just plain wrong” 
(FG1P4).



The Role of AI in Writing Practices
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AI as a Ghost Writer

• Students use it to 
produce text without 
reflecting.

G1: 8 mentions. G2: 4 mentions

“writing it down for other 
people so they can 
comprehend what we’ve 
done—would be something I 
would [use ChatGPT for]” 
(FG1P2)

AI as an Assistant

• Students use it as a tool 
for a particular purpose 
e.g. grammar check, 
sound more scientific.

G1: 6 mentions. G2: 4 mentions

“I just give it to ChatGPT 
to…make it sound a bit 
better, and I found that it’s a 
bit nicer” (FG1P1)

AI as a Collaborator

• Students engage in 
reflection and socratic 
questions to improve 
output.

G1: 10 mentions. G2: 5 mentions

“I developed my writing type 
with ChatGPT… ChatGPT 
helped me to split up my 
thoughts and turn it into a 
writing style” (FG2P2)

based on Buck & Limburg (2024)



Ethics & Ownership
G1: 7 mentions G2: 9 mentions
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“it’s sometimes really tempting to just say, Make the text for me; not even check the information anymore; … And most of the time 

it’s good, but it’s not your work (3 nods), and that’s cheating” (FG1P1)

“At first I also thought you have to be lazy to use it…you have to be careful with, because it shouldn’t do your work; you should 

do your own work…I didn’t use ChatGPT’s words and stuff; I create everything by myself…I feel like when you- a master student 

use ChatGPT’s ideas, you might be stealing from somebody else” (FG2P2) 

“ just like, uh, I did some [copying from ChatGPT], uh, they told that this is plagiarism, you are not quoting it correctly” (FG2P4)

Um, but, like, to just use it to instance- instantly solve a problem, for example, uh, I don’t- I would consider that kind of cheating 
(FG1P4)

“we cannot be against AI altogether …but then at the same time…it should not be used so much that the student …doesn't find 

the need to think critically… like, yeah, I have a deadline in next week, I’d rather do it now and then be done with it, and 

then you lose the chance to learn... Which, again, comes down to the user at the end of what their priorities are” 

(FG1P2)



Ownership: Style, Voice & “Sounding Human”
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G1: 9 mentions G2: 4 mentions

“I—I think the amount that we've used, like, yeah, language tools, like, I think we would be able to see when—when you read 

someone's resume or when you read a paragraph, if it has unnecessary fluff(1 laugh), like words like "foster" and all these 

things, which, I mean, we would use it, but if it's—if there's fluff in every two words(4 smiles)” (FG1P5)

And I feel when you only use AI, even just small sentences, it sounds like many people have written this text (2 nods). It doesn't 

sound like one person has written it. It sounds like many people. It's not like structured. I also feel like it's not interesting (1 nod. 1 

smile), because the AI use a certain way of writing stuff for everything (1 agreement sound)...They will always structure the 

same way, and I feel like for someone who's reading your text, it's boring (1 nod). (FG2P”)

Yeah. I mean, it's also, like, I kind of actually like my writing style (1 nod), so I don't see a reason why I should use ChatGPT to 

write my stuff. But that's also because I might have the possibility to develop my own writing style (2 nods), because I was studying 

before AI...but I'm worried, like, I don't know what will happen when—I don't know, students that are now in 10th grade or 

something—will, like, will they even be able to develop their own writing style? (FG2P1)



Limitations and Outlook
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Implications for SchreibCenters

STEM Students as writers come with specific perceptions about their identity.  

G1: 14 mentions. G2: 24 mentions
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“If you're using [AI] to write or to explain something… if it's heavily language-based and you're not that 

good, then probably it could help. But at the end of the day, I think it's still your idea. Maybe use it so 

that it becomes more readable, but you still have to explain, and I think this part is still yours” (FG1P5)

“when it comes to scientific writing, I found a lot of papers that are badly written. It feels like the researchers don't know 

how to write papers (4 nods)… And then I think to myself, just what if they could use 10 years ago ChatGPT, the text would 

be a bit more understandable, really. They—sometimes researchers are also bad at writing papers(3 nods)” (FG1P1)

“ChatGPT, if you use it as a—as, like, your writer, then it’s not good (1 agreement sound), but I feel 

like, for example, someone-in school, I hated to write something (2 nods). I hated to write because I 

couldn’t write so well;…And I feel like ChatGPT gave me the courage to start thinking anew, way of 

writing” (FG2P2)

“So you think writing itself is not that important? The pure writing itself, the idea is the idea. And 

that that is more important than who wrote it.” (FG1P1)

“I think, like, the most important part is that the research was done by—without 

ChatGPT—or just on its own. And for the writing, um…” (FG2P1)

“Uh, I don’t know how to write 

(2 laughs).” (FG2P4)



Implications for SchreibCenters

STEM Students as writers come with their own perceptions about their identity.  

G1: 14 mentions. G2: 24 mentions
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STEM Students are already using AI for writing→ how can we meet them where they are?

We must adapt into non-AI-stigmatizing 

Thought Exchange Centers, that help to 

bring clarity and advice to STEM 

students’ use of AI.



Recommendations for Tutors
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The ethics of and “good” AI use 

is a concern03
● FAQ About AI prominently displayed on SchreibCenter 

Websites

● AI ethics workshops positioned towards AI natives

● Guide students to more helpful AI away from ChatGPT

Maintaining a human voice is 

important STEM students02
● Reframe existing writing tools as beneficial for 

maintaining “human” voice while using AI

● Develop specific tools to help students maintain their 

personal ‘voice’ even while using AI. 

AI use is normalized at 

University
01

● Position Writing Tutors as Reflection Partners & 

student allies, SCs as safe spaces for AI discussions 

● Bring AI use up first non-judgmentally in 

consultations 



Thought Experiment
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You are a writing tutor and a STEM 

student in one of your consultations

admits to the use of AI extensively

for writing (however they perfomed

the experiment and post

processing of data

independentely). Now as a tutor

how would this consultation go?



Thank you for your attention!
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Contact information

Nrupa Chandra : nrupa.chandra@spz.tu-darmstadt.de

Theresa Mensah : theresa.mensah@spz.tu-darmstadt.de

visit the SchreibCenter 

@ TU Darmstadt
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Beyond 
Writing Early Stage

Late Stage
Translating

Early Stage: Brainstorming, 
Research, Drafting

Late Stage: Revising, 
Editing

AI Usage
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1

Mentions of various AI use cases in 

FG1 and FG2  proportioned
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