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pedagogical knowledge; it also involves the development of professional identity, agency, con�dence, resilience 
and emotional wellbeing. Within this emerging body of work, AI is increasingly conceptualised not simply as a tool 
for completing tasks but as a resource that shapes how STs understand themselves and their future professional 
roles.
Research examining AI-supported internships found that STs who engaged with AI-assisted teaching, assessment 
and communication tools reported stronger perceptions of professional value, professional authority and 
con�dence than those participating in traditional internship experiences (Zheng, 2025). Importantly, these 
participants also reported lower levels of identity-related anxiety, suggesting that AI may help ease some of the 
uncertainties associated with the transition from student to teacher. Such �ndings indicate that AI may in�uence 
not only what STs can do, but also how they perceive themselves as emerging professionals.

Similarly, research exploring pre-service teachers� investment in AI-facilitated learning-to-teach practices 
highlights the complex relationship between AI use and professional identity development (Zhang, N., et al., 
2025b). In the latter study, while participants frequently described AI as a valuable source of pedagogical support, 
they also tended to position AI as an expert authority. In some cases, this led STs to view their own knowledge 
and expertise as less valuable than AI-generated advice. This �nding introduces an important tension within 
the literature. Although AI may enhance con�dence and provide support, it may also shape how STs understand 
professional expertise and authority. Consequently, researchers have argued that teacher education programmes 
must ensure that AI strengthens rather than diminishes STs� sense of professional agency and judgement (Zhang, 
N., et al., 2025b).

Questions of agency are explored most explicitly in studies examining AI use during practicum experiences. 
Drawing upon ecological perspectives on teacher agency, Debreli (2026) argues that the bene�ts of AI are not 
automatic but depend largely on the extent to which STs retain control over how AI is used and adapted within 
their teaching. Participants in this study reported that AI enhanced their professional autonomy when it functioned 
as a �exible resource that could be modi�ed, critiqued and contextualised. Conversely, when AI-generated content 
was perceived as prescriptive or when institutional expectations constrained how AI could be used, participants 
reported reduced feelings of ownership and professional control. These �ndings suggest that agency may play a 
mediating role in determining whether AI contributes positively or negatively to professional learning.

The emotional dimensions of AI use have also begun to attract scholarly attention. Discussions in relation to 
educational technology have traditionally focused on cognition and performance; however, recent research 
highlights the mixed emotions that STs feel when engaging with AI-based technologies. In Özer-Alt�nkaya (2026), 
students commonly describe feelings of curiosity, excitement and creativity when using AI tools, particularly during 
the initial stages of engagement. At the same time, uncertainty, frustration and anxiety o�ten emerge when AI-
generated outputs are inaccurate, unclear or di�cult to adapt to speci�c educational contexts. Therefore, helping 
students to manage expectations and reliance on such tools should be an important part of their AI-mediated 
re�ective practice. 

Perhaps the most innovative contribution within this literature comes from studies exploring AI as a resource for 
resilience and future-orientated professional development. Fan (2026), for example, developed an AI system that 
allowed STs to engage in dialogue with a simulated future version of themselves as experienced teachers. The 
�ndings indicated that this intervention enhanced professional identity and resilience, providing participants with 
opportunities to connect present challenges with future professional aspirations. Unlike many AI applications that 
focus primarily on task completion, this approach positions AI as a tool for supporting professional becoming. The 
study suggests that AI may facilitate forms of re�ection that help STs construct coherent narratives about their 
future careers and develop greater con�dence in their ability to navigate professional challenges.

Collectively, these studies indicate that AI is in�uencing dimensions of teacher development that extend beyond 
competence acquisition. Professional identity, agency, con�dence, resilience and wellbeing are emerging as 
important outcomes of AI-supported learning experiences. At the same time, the literature highlights the need for 
caution. AI may simultaneously empower and constrain, support and undermine, depending on how it is integrated 
into teacher education contexts. 
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Figure 1 - Summary of research design, OpenAI ChatGPT (2026)
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STs reported higher levels of con�dence with technology [Table 4 and Figure 3] at the end of the year. However, 
these analyses should be interpretated with caution given the di�erent sample sizes reported in the pre- and post-
survey, as there is a risk of bias due to attrition. Despite this, mean con�dence increased from 6.56 (SD = 1.91) in the 
pre-survey to 7.11 (SD = 1.48) in the post-survey, representing a statistically signi�cant di�erence, t = �2.37, p = .019. 
The e�ect size was small to moderate (d = 0.32), suggesting a modest but meaningful improvement in technological 
con�dence. However, con�dence levels did not di�er signi�cantly across age groups, F(2,178) = 1.66, p = .193. This 
provided further justi�cation for excluding age as an independent variable.

 Table 4 - Descriptive statistics for con�dence in technology (Pre-and post-survey)

Statistic Pre-survey Post-survey
N 140 79

Mean 6.56 7.11

SD 1.91 1.48

Min 1 3

25% 6 6

Median 7 7

75% 8 8

Max 10 10

Figure 3 - Pre- and post-survey con�dence in technology scores

STs were also asked to rate their understanding of AI. They reported moderate levels of understanding of AI at both 
survey points. Mean self-reported AI understanding was 3.52 (SD = 0.65) in the pre-survey and 3.39 (SD = 0.91) in 
the post-survey. The distributions were similar, with substantial overlap between the two groups and comparable 
interquartile ranges. While the post-survey responses exhibited greater variability, there was no clear descriptive 
evidence of an increase in self-reported AI understanding at the end of the year. Indeed, the slightly lower post-
survey mean may suggest that STs developed a more nuanced awareness of the complexity of AI and consequently 
assessed their own understanding more cautiously.
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Figure 4 - Pre-and post-survey self-reported AI understanding scores

When STs� general con�dence in technology was compared with their self-reported con�dence in using AI, a 
statistically signi�cant positive relationship was observed. Pearson�s correlation indicated a moderate positive 
association, r = .341, p < .001, which was corroborated by Spearman�s rank correlation, � = .353, p < .001. These 
�ndings suggest that STs who reported greater con�dence with technology were also more likely to report higher 
levels of con�dence in their understanding of AI. However, the relationship was moderate in magnitude, indicating 
that technological con�dence alone does not fully explain con�dence in AI. Thus, 11.6% of the variance in AI 
con�dence was associated with technology con�dence.

The heatmap [Figure 5] visually supports these �ndings. The highest concentrations of participants are clustered 
around technology con�dence scores of 6�8 out of 10 and AI understanding scores of 3�4 out of 5. The distribution 
shows a clear tendency for higher AI understanding ratings to occur alongside higher technology con�dence 
ratings. However, the spread of responses also indicates considerable variability. Some STs reported relatively high 
con�dence with technology but only moderate con�dence in their understanding of AI, suggesting that general 
technological con�dence does not automatically translate into con�dence with AI.
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Figure 5 - Heatmap of the relationship between technology con�dence and AI understanding
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Table 7 - Categories of AI use during practicum (pre-survey)

Category Activities Included Total Uses (n) % of Sample 
(n=137)

Teaching materials  
& content creation

Brainstorming; Worksheets;  
Translating/adapting materials

210 100%

Lesson planning  
& teacher preparation

Lesson plans; Long-term planning; 
Finding resources; Policy analysis

130 62.2%

Interactive / student-facing supports
Differentiating texts;  
Differentiation strategies

109 52.2%

Writing & academic support tools
Student re�ections; Responding  
to tutor feedback

23 11.0%

Productivity & multimodal creation
Homework support;  
Creating assessments

49 23.4%

Data analysis / evaluative uses 
(closest �t to AI-assisted evaluation)

Assessing student work; Analysing 
placement data

15 7.2%

The total number of tools used across the cohort was 536. When the total number of tools was analysed by category, 
this showed that 39.2% of individual AI-tool uses were for teaching materials and content creation (see Figure 7). 

Figure 7 - Percentage distribution of AI use by category (pre-survey)

When the number of tools that STs used were explored by disciplinary area, PME Year 1 STs reported using a 
relatively small number of AI tools, with mean usage ranging from 1.75 among MFL STs, 1.87 for HE STs to 2.85 among 
BS STs. While BS STs appeared to use slightly more tools on average than those in MFL or HE, substantial overlap 
in the distributions was evident across all three subject areas. A one-way ANOVA found no statistically signi�cant 
di�erences in the number of AI tools used across subject groups, F(2, 79) = 0.060, p = .916. These �ndings suggest 
that baseline AI tool usage was broadly similar across STs regardless of subject area.
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Figure 8 - Number of AI tools used by subject specialisms

The distribution of AI use across functional categories was broadly similar regardless of whether STs reported 
a subject as their �rst or second teaching subject. Across BS, HE, and MFL the largest proportion of AI use was 
consistently devoted to teaching materials and content creation, followed by lesson planning and teacher 
preparation and interactive/pupil-facing supports. Writing support, productivity-related uses, and evaluation-
oriented uses accounted for comparatively small proportions of reported activity in all subject areas.

Some minor variation was evident between disciplines. MFL STs� reported slightly greater use of interactive and 
student-facing applications of AI, while HE STs devoted a larger proportion of their AI use to lesson planning and 
content creation. BS STs demonstrated a relatively balanced distribution across content creation, planning, and 
interactive uses. However, the pro�les were highly comparable across disciplines and between �rst and second 
subject selections.

Overall, the �ndings indicate that participants across all three subject domains employed AI in broadly  
similar ways, primarily for resource creation, planning, and instructional support rather than for assessment  
or evaluative purposes.

 

 

 

Figure 9 � Distribution of AI use by functional category and subject specialism
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Figure 11 - Con�dence in critically evaluating AI output (pre-and post-surveys)

The box-and-whisker plot [Figure 11] shows that scores were already clustered towards the upper end of the scale at 
baseline, suggesting limited room for substantial growth. Nevertheless, the upward shi�t in the median and overall 
distribution indicates that STs felt marginally more con�dent in their ability to assess the quality, accuracy and 
appropriateness of AI-generated content at the end of the academic year.

	 3.2.5.3 The ability to use AI in ethical and human-centric ways 

STs reported high levels of con�dence in their ability to use AI in ethical and human-centred ways in both survey 
samples. Mean scores increased marginally from 4.17 (SD = 0.65) in the pre-survey to 4.20 (SD = 0.67) in the post-
survey, indicating little overall change.

Figure 12 - Con�dence in using AI in ethical and human-centred ways (pre-and post-surveys)

The box-and-whisker plot [Figure 12] illustrates that responses were already concentrated towards the upper end 
of the scale at baseline, suggesting a possible ceiling e�ect. Overall, the �ndings indicate that STs entered the 
programme with strong con�dence in their ability to use AI responsibly and that this con�dence was maintained 
throughout their year of placement.

�� �������������� �1�2�T�} �?�@�G�M�G�U�Y �U�P �S�C���C�A�U �P�O �U�F�C�G�S �V�T�C �P�D ���' 

STs� reported a modest increase in their ability to re�ect on their use of AI at the end of the academic year. Mean 
scores increased from 2.83 (SD = 0.78) in the pre-survey to 2.99 (SD = 0.83) in the post-survey, indicating slightly 
greater con�dence in critically considering how and why they use AI.
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Figure 13 - Descriptive statistics for re�ective AI practice (pre-and post-survey)

The box-and-whisker plot [Figure 13] suggests a small upward shi�t in the distribution of responses, although scores 
remained around the midpoint of the scale. Overall, the �ndings suggest some development in re�ective AI practice, 
while also indicating that re�ection remained one of the less strongly developed AI competencies within the 
sample.

	 3.2.5.5 STs’ ability to question their attitudes and trust around AI 

STs� reported a small increase in their ability to critically examine their attitudes towards and trust in AI at the 
end of placement. Mean scores rose from 3.11 (SD = 0.61) in the pre-survey to 3.21 (SD = 0.55) in the post-survey, 
suggesting a modest improvement in this competency.

Figure 14 - Descriptive statistics for critical examination of attitudes towards and trust in AI (Pre-and post-survey)

The distribution of responses remained relatively consistent across both data points, with slightly reduced 
variability in the post-survey. Overall, the �ndings indicate a small positive shi�t in STs� willingness to critically 
consider their attitudes and levels of trust when engaging with AI technologies.

Overall, in relation to the �ve AI competency areas, STs� reported generally stable or slightly higher levels of self-
reported competency at the end of the year compared to the beginning. The largest increase was observed in STs� 
ability to integrate AI pedagogically, suggesting growing con�dence in applying AI within teaching and learning 
contexts during their practicum. Smaller increases were evident in their ability to critically evaluate AI outputs, 
re�ect on their use of AI, and question their attitudes and trust towards AI. In contrast, con�dence in the ability to 
use AI in ethical and human-centred ways remained consistently high across both measurement points, with only 
minimal change observed. 
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Planning lessons, locating and developing resources, adapting materials and responding to diverse learner needs 
all require substantial time, particularly for STs who are still developing con�dence in their pedagogical and 
curricular decision-making skills. AI was therefore valued not simply because it could complete tasks more quickly 
but because it could reduce the di�culty of beginning them by providing an initial structure or idea from which STs 
could develop their own work.

This distinction is important because the perceived bene�t of AI was not always that it eliminated workload but 
rather redistributed it. STs could generate, for example, an initial lesson sequence more quickly, but there still 
remained a requirement to evaluate its accuracy, suitability and alignment with the curriculum and the needs of 
their particular class. In some cases, the need to check, correct and contextualise AI-generated outputs may have 
created additional work, which, if not monitored, can lead to cognitive overload (Debreli, 2026). AI use was therefore 
most bene�cial where it reduced the initial demands of planning without removing the professional thinking 
required to turn a generic output into an appropriate classroom resource.

A second reason for using AI was that it helped STs respond to uncertainty and generate a wider range of 
pedagogical possibilities. As beginning teachers, STs did not always know how to develop a lesson sequence from 
a learning intention in terms of related activities or how they could be di�erentiated. AI provided possible starting 
points that still required critical appraisal. In this respect, as is also the case reported in Korucu-K�� & Bakla (2026) 
and Ald�m et al., (2025), it functioned as a form of professional sca�old by making possible approaches visible and 
giving STs something concrete against which to exercise their judgement.

However, the extent to which AI operated as a productive sca�old depended on how it was used. Where AI-
generated suggestions prompted STs to compare alternatives, question assumptions and adapt ideas to their 
context, it could support the development of pedagogical reasoning. Where its outputs were accepted with limited 
scrutiny, it risked replacing rather than supporting that reasoning and thus led to an overestimation on the part 
of the STs of the output�s educational value (Kalenda et al., 2025). The value of AI as a sca�old, therefore, lay not 
simply in its ability to generate material but in the professional activity that followed generation.

STs were also motivated by the perceived potential of AI to support more inclusive and responsive teaching, as 
is also reported elsewhere (Kohnke et al. 2025; Moorhouse et al., 2024; Lee et al. 2021). AI o�ered rapid ways of 
generating adapted texts, alternative explanations, di�erentiated activities and resources for learners with AEN and 
those learning EAL. This was particularly attractive during placement, when STs were expected to demonstrate that 
they could respond to a range of learner needs while still developing their own classroom experience. Nevertheless, 
the �ndings indicate that STs did not generally regard AI-generated di�erentiation as automatically appropriate or 
e�ective, a �nding which is not self-evident from the descriptions and analysis of other studies. They recognised 
that AI lacked knowledge of the individual pupils, the relationships that they had with them, learners� prior 
knowledge and the wider school context that informed their own decisions.

This reveals an important tension: while AI-based technologies could expand the range of possible adaptations 
available to them, they do not have the capacity to determine which adaptation was most appropriate for a 
particular learner. This is a requirement, therefore, that appears to remain with the educator from the STs� 
perspective. AI was therefore being used to generate possibilities for inclusive teaching rather than to make �nal 
decisions about learner needs. Its usefulness remained dependent on the situated knowledge and professional 
judgement of the ST.

There were also wider professional and institutional reasons for AI use. STs were undertaking placement at a time 
when AI was becoming increasingly visible in schools and within teachers� professional practices. Their engagement 
with AI was, therefore, not driven solely by convenience or personal interest but by increasingly visible expectations 
around AI use within the profession. 

The variation between placement settings was signi�cant in this regard. In some schools, AI use was encouraged or 
openly discussed, while in others it was approached more cautiously. STs were consequently required to negotiate 
di�erent expectations concerning acceptable use, transparency and professional responsibility. Their practices were 
shaped not only by what AI could do but also by the institutional cultures in which they were learning to teach, thus 
adding to �ndings in existing research that point to formal training, access to resources, facilitating conditions and 
institutional support as factors that condition AI-readiness and usage in ITE (Li & Liang, 2025; Lucas et al., 2025). This 
variation may have contributed to uncertainty about when AI use was appropriate, when it should be disclosed and 
how it could be reconciled with existing expectations around planning, assessment and professional authenticity.
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However, the opportunity was not simply one of completing work more quickly. As discussed in the preceding 
sections, AI frequently redistributed rather than eliminated workload. Time could be saved during the initial 
generation of content, but further work was required to verify accuracy, align outputs with the curriculum and adapt 
them to a speci�c class. The perceived opportunity therefore lay in the capacity of AI to create additional starting 
points and pedagogical possibilities, acting as a re�ective partner. Whether these possibilities resulted in greater 
e�ciency depended on both the quality of the generated material and the ST�s ability to evaluate it. However, this 
point does require further research. 

A further opportunity concerned the potential of AI to support more inclusive and responsive teaching. STs 
perceived that AI could help them produce alternative explanations, adapted texts, di�erentiated activities and 
resources for learners with AEN and those learning EAL. This was particularly relevant during placement, where 
STs were expected to respond to diverse learner needs despite having comparatively limited experience of 
di�erentiation in practice. AI could broaden the range of options available to them and make it easier to generate 
initial versions of materials at di�erent levels of complexity. 

Nevertheless, the �ndings do not demonstrate that AI-generated di�erentiation necessarily resulted in more 
inclusive or e�ective teaching. As mentioned, STs recognised that AI lacked key knowledge of individual learners. 
Therefore, AI-generated di�erentiation was only useful for generating possible adaptations rather than determining 
what a particular learner required. This distinction is important because it continues to place responsibility for 
decision-making around inclusive practice with the teacher rather than with the technology. AI could expand the 
available possibilities, but STs still needed to decide which, if any, were appropriate. 
The data also pointed towards an opportunity for AI to support professional learning and dialogue during 
placement. The hackathon activities suggested that AI could be used to generate prompts for discussion, compare 

possible lesson plans and provide structured starting points for conversations between CTs and STs. This represents 
a potentially broader role for AI than its use as an individual planning tool. Rather than interacting with AI privately 
to produce resources, STs and CTs could use its outputs as shared artefacts for discussion and re�ection. An 
unsuitable lesson plan or inaccurate suggestion may still have value if it prompts an ST and CT to discuss why it is 
inappropriate and what changes would be required. Used in this way, AI could create opportunities for STs to make 
their pedagogical reasoning more visible and for CTs to sca�old their development more tangibly. 

Alongside these opportunities, STs identi�ed the reliability and contextual appropriateness of AI-generated outputs 
as signi�cant challenges. They recognised that AI could produce inaccurate information, invented learning outcomes 
and materials shaped by generic or non-Irish educational assumptions. Of particular concern was the con�dent 
and authoritative manner in which inaccurate information could be presented. This created a risk that unsuitable 
outputs might appear credible, especially to beginning teachers who were still developing the curricular and 
disciplinary knowledge required to identify errors. 

A further perceived challenge concerned overreliance and its possible e�ects on professional learning. STs were 
aware that excessive dependence on AI could weaken creativity, critical re�ection and con�dence in their own 
decision-making, a concern that is not limited to the Irish context (Do�an, 2026; Zhang et al., 2025). This concern was 
particularly important within ITE because activities such as lesson planning and re�ection are not merely products 
that need to be completed. They are processes through which STs develop curricular understanding, pedagogical 
reasoning and a sense of themselves as teachers. 

AI could support these developmental processes when its outputs prompted STs to consider alternatives, justify 
decisions and re�ne their own ideas. However, where complete outputs were adopted with limited interrogation, 
it could reduce the opportunities through which professional knowledge was developed, resulting in cognitive 
o�oading. The perceived challenge was therefore not simply that STs might use AI frequently, but that they might 
begin to delegate forms of thinking that were central to their professional formation. 

The opportunities and challenges perceived by STs also varied according to disciplinary context. AI�s potential value 
and its associated risks were interpreted through the particular forms of knowledge and practice valued within each 

the �ndings do not demonstrate that AI-generated di�erentiation necessarily resulted 
in more inclusive or e�ective teaching.
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Appendix 2 � Organisational competence, unit of learning templates (OpenAI Chat GPT, 2026)
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Appendix 3 � Organisational competence, lesson planning (OpenAI Chat GPT, 2026)
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Appendix 4 � Re�ective competence, prompts for discussion on school policies (OpenAI Chat GPT, 2026)
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