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Abstract

The present study investigated the effectiveness of ChatGPT and Grammarly as automated writing evaluation (AWE)
tools in improving Iranian EFL learners’ use of the article ‘the’. As such, we selected 60 intermediate learners and divided
them into three groups including two experimental groups that received ChatGPT and Grammarly feedbacks and a
control group that was given teacher feedback. A pretest and a posttest were administered before and after the
intervention. After we ran a one-way ANOVA, the results indicated a statistically significant difference among the groups,
with the Grammarly group performing significantly better than the control group, though not significantly better than
the ChatGPT group. Additionally, qualitative findings from semi-structured interviews revealed that the participants had
positive perceptions of using the tools for bridging the gap between instruction and practice, providing immediate
feedback, and enhancing motivation and engagement. However, they reported limitations such as limited availability,
dependency, potential for plagiarism, and the need for digital literacy. These findings underscore the potential of Artificial
Intelligence (Al) tools, specifically Grammarly as a supplementary aid in EFL contexts, particularly for helping learners
improve their grammatical accuracy.
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I | Introduction

One major factor contributing to students’ poor writing skills is their inaccurate grammar use or lack
of linguistic knowledge, particularly in academic writing. Recognizing this challenge, many universities
offer English writing classes that focus on grammar instruction to prepare students for academic
success and the job market. Given the increasing demand for high-quality writing in higher education,
numerous studies have explored how technology can support language learning, especially in second-
Licensee language (L2) writing. While tools like Microsoft Word can identify spelling and basic grammar errors,
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Grammar checkers at the time were limited to identifying spelling and basic language errors, without
offering constructive feedback on content or organization. Hawisher et al. (1996) observed that "using

grammar checkers resists meaningful change by using computers to reinforce older and often
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conventional ways of thinking about learning" (p. 205). Additionally, technical shortcomings, such as
inaccurate feedback and impetfect error detection, contributed to negative perceptions of these tools in
language classrooms (Vernon, 2000). Nevertheless, the continuous development of grammar checkers
and their integration into educational settings necessitates a reevaluation of their effectiveness in
improving students’ writing performance.

Articles are grammatical structures that pose significant challenges in EFL writing (Cahyani, 2011;
Hasanah, 2011; Masdugi, 2011; Master, 2002). Since errors in article usage rarely hinder communication,
many learners perceive the effort required to master them as disproportionate to the benefits (Ghofron
& Rosyida, 2018; Yang, 2018). However, appropriate use of articles is a key indicator of writing
proficiency, underscoring the importance of accuracy in writing. According to Sinclair (1991), article
errors are readily noticeable to native English speakers, often revealing that the writer is not a native
speaker. Errors with indefinite and definite articles are particularly common in EFL writing, as these
articles are among the five most frequently used words in the English language (Sinclair, 1991).
Therefore, it is essential to support EFL learners in mastering article usage, given its impact on writing
quality (Master, 2002).

Over the past few decades, approaches to addressing writing errors, including article usage, have evolved
significantly with advancements in technology. Innovations like podcasts and blogs have eliminited
traditional limitations of time, place, and circumstance in writing education (Beach, 2017). Such
technologies have shown the potential to not only positively influence EFL learning (Taylor & Gitsaki,
2003) but also promote favorable attitudes toward English language acquisition (Ngampornchai &
Adams, 20106). The ongoing development of technology in the EFL context has further expanded
opportunities for language skill development, particularly in writing. Among these, applications designed
to enhance writing accuracy, such as ChatGPT and Grammarly, have gained prominence as effective
tools.

The present study aims to compare the effectiveness of Grammarly and ChatGPT in improving Iranian
EFL learners’ use of the definite article ‘the’. Additionally, it explores the perspectives of Iranian EFL
learners regarding these tools as grammar checkers, thereby shedding light on their strengths and

limitations in facilitating language learning.

I1. Review of the literature

As an essential skill in EFL teaching, writing has long been a challenging task for students and educators.
It is widely accepted that writing plays an important role in language learning and development (Steinlen,
2018). However, many students within the Iranian education system demonstrate significant difficulties
with academic writing. Observations indicate that many EFL university students struggle to write
effectively in English (Vlack, 2009).

Thete ate many factors that contribute to students' limited writing ability. Anderson et al. (2008) identify
several common challenges in this area, including limited vocabulary knowledge, insufficient accuracy
and fluency, unfamiliarity with the subject matter, inadequate use of effective writing strategies, and
limited mastery of grammatical structures. Addressing these factors is key to improving students’ writing
proficiency and their overall language development.

2.1. Technology in education

The rapid development of technology has resulted in significant changes in many aspects of human life,
with education being no exception. The advent of computers marks a revolutionary step that has
changed teaching and learning practices. In the past, teaching and learning activities were done
exclusively through face-to-face interactions, enabling direct engagement between teachers and learners
(Qassemzadeh &  Soleimani, 2016). In sharp contrast, contemporary learners—commonly
characterized as "digital natives" or "the net generation" have been immersed in digital technology since
childhood (Arteaga Sanchez, et al., 2014). In modern education, students are no longer tied to a physical
classroom for learning. Many educational institutions now offer blended learning or fully online courses,
allowing students to access content and participate in the learning process remotely. With digital devices
such as smartphones and computers, students can easily submit their texts in an online form where
grammar is assessed manually or automatically with the help of language tools (Schraudner, 2013).
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The integration of technology in EFL teaching and learning has become an important research focus.
Computer-assisted language learning (CALL) studies suggest that computer technology facilitates
processes beneficial to second language acquisition (Teeler & Gray, 2000). This aligns with modern learner-
centered approaches, where technology supports autonomy. Among these technologies, Al-powered tools
like ChatGPT and Grammatly have emerged as patticularly transformative for EFL learners. In addition
to developing language skills, computer-assisted teaching improves students' communication abilities. This
is especially valuable in EFL contexts, where authentic language exposure is often limited. Technology
offers greater flexibility, variety, and convenience, making online learning diverse and adaptable (Azimi &
Farahian, 2024). Such adaptability expands access to language education, particularly for underserved
learners.

2.2. ChatGPT

Al is becoming an increasingly important part of vatrious sectors, including higher education. Al
applications now serve as essential tools for colleges and universities by providing personalized learning,
automatic assessment, intelligent education systems, and teacher support (Wang et al., 2024). These tools
help to reduce costs while improving learning outcomes.

Al-powered chatbots like ChatGPT represent Al-powered software applications designed to imitate
human conversational interactions. These systems analyze the context of the conversation and create
responses that are appropriate to the context. Chatbots are multipurpose tools that can answer a wide
range of questions by being trained on an extensive linguistic dataset. Educational institutions at all levels
from primary schools and universities to professional development programs would benefit from
integrating chatbots like ChatGPT into their systems (Labadze et al., 2023).

While many educators and practitioners recognize the opportunities provided by tools like ChatGPT for
enhancing learning and development, others raise concerns about their potential to undermine the core
mission of education. These concerns include the impact on developing critical thinking and problem-
solving skills, ensuring fairness in assessment, maintaining the value of educational credentials, and
addressing inequalities in education (Zhai et al., 2024). Despite such debates, ChatGPT has experienced
unprecedented consumer growth since its launch, with over 100 million active users (Biswas, 2023).
ChatGPT leverages Al and Natural Language Processing (NLP) to respond to user queties, generating
human-like, coherent, and informative answers. It has garnered global attention for its ability to create well-
organized and instructional responses (Slamet, 2024). However, careful evaluation of ChatGPT’s impact
on education is necessary to maximize its benefits while addressing potential challenges. A key concern
regarding credibility is that, unlike search engines, which provide specific references or URLs for
verification, ChatGPT-generated content lacks such traceable sources. For instance, when asked for
academic references, ChatGPT may produce plausible-sounding but unverifiable citations (Gao et al.,
2023), raising questions about credibility and transparency.

One of the most significant and controversial uses of ChatGPT is the generation of written contents in
response to exam or essay prompts. The tool enables both educators and students to draft articles on any
topic based on the provided input. It also offers suggestions to improve grammatical structures, clarity,
and conciseness, helping users overcome writing barriers and providing fresh perspectives on various
subjects. ChatGPT can effectively address multiple writing genres, including argumentative, narrative, and
informational writing.

This capability could shift the focus of academic writing instructions away from traditional essay formats
and toward innovative forms of expression, such as interactive presentations, videos, infographics,
podcasts, blog entries, digital art, and other evolving media formats. These tools can help to develop
research skills, and creative organization of ideas. However, Al-generated texts still require human review
and editing, which demands subject knowledge and attention to details (Sardinha, 2024). Al is capable of
producing content at a much faster rate; however, human oversight ensures accuracy and ethics, and an
authentic voice of authorship, which remains a valued commodity in the context of academia even in an
age of technology.

ChatGPT can also act as a writing coach or personal tutor. Students can receive immediate feedback from
Al instead of waiting for teacher comments. This immediate feedback capability offers vatious benefits,
including the opportunity to review and refine writing independently. For example, students can request



ChatGPT to evaluate and correct their work, enhancing their understanding of writing mechanics
(Fereidouni & Farahian, 2024).

2.3. Grammarly

Grammarly is an autoresponder widely used in EFL writing classes. It is an online platform for
proofreading that identifies grammatical errors and corrects spelling. Punctuation, word choice,
synonyms, and verb forms are also suggested, and plagiarism is detected. Grammarly helps students
improve the quality of their EFL writing by correcting common mistakes and providing options to
increase clarity and accuracy.

Grammarly surpasses common proofreading tools by detecting not only surface-level errors (e.g.,
punctuation or spelling) but also more complex writing issues. It also explores fragmented sentences
and suggests improvements in grammar structure and word usage. It helps users improve their use of
nouns and provides many options for misspelled words. This functionality complements the efforts of
teachers who use a vatiety of teaching methods to develop students' writing skills both online and offline,
making it a versatile tool for EFL learners (Daniels & Leslie, 2013).

Teachers play a crucial role in providing feedback to enhance students' writing quality, with particular
emphasis on grammar, structure, vocabulary, spelling, and word choice. Grammarly supports this
process by helping educators systematically identify and analyze learner errors in grammar, vocabulary,
and semantics. When combined with teacher feedback, Grammarly significantly contributes to
improving both the accuracy and overall quality of student writing (Fereidouni & Farahian, 2024).
Using a tool like Grammarly does not just improve the teaching experience, but it also helps educators
and researchers explore how Al-based software programs can support English language learning,.
Recognizing its influence, Fast Company (a leading business media brand focused on technology and
innovation) named it Grammatly.

2.4. Grammarly vs. ChatGPT

Both Grammarly and ChatGPT are web-based tools that can evaluate and help to create written content.
They provide suggestions for improving writing during composition or editing. From a broader
perspective, both Grammarly and ChatGPT can create, rewrite, and summarize texts. Although both
Grammarly and ChatGPT use advanced language processing technology, they serve different purposes
in writing. Therefore, Grammarly and ChatGPT offer different approaches to improve EFL learners'
grammar skills. Grammatly is specifically designed to detect and correct non-verbal grammar errors in
real time and provide clear explanations and suggestions to improve writing accuracy (Shaikh, 2024). Its
advanced grammar checking capabilities make it a reliable tool for learners who want to improve their
grammar expertise (Ebadi et al., 2022). ChatGPT also functions as a conversational Al, generating
human-like texts based on user prompts (Ray, 2023). While it can assist with grammar correction when
explicitly instructed, it lacks the specialized focus on grammatical accuracy that Grammarly offers.
ChatGPT's primary strength lies in generating contents and engaging in dialogues, rather than providing
targeted grammar corrections (Li et al., 2024).

Overall, it is important to note that, although both tools are useful, they have different purposes.
Grammarly acts as a digital proofreader. It focuses on making your writing error-free and more efficient,
while ChatGPT serves as your creative partner.

ITI. The present study

3.1. Background and objective

The emergence of Al-based technology has introduced a new dimension to research on writing
improvement strategies. While much research has focused on traditional approaches, there remains
significant potential to explore these advanced tools. Investigating their use could give EFL learners an
advantage over peers who rely solely on traditional methods, potentially enabling a shift toward more
effective teaching approaches. Learners and educators must embrace technological advancements and
integrate them into the learning process. Al-based tools like Grammarly and ChatGPT have the
potential to improve the use of appropriate articles in writing. Over the past decade, there has been
significant research on the application of artificial intelligence in education. For example, Ebadi et al.
(2022) studied the effects of Grammarly on EFL writing. Their findings indicated that Grammarly
improved the correct usage of articles in the writings of Iranian learners. Similarly, Abbas et al. (2023)
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examined the integration of ChatGPT as an Al tool for education and research. The study revealed that
most participants were aware of and reasonably familiar with ChatGPT. They perceived it as a valuable,
user-friendly resource for enhancing teaching and research, and the findings suggested that incorporating
ChatGPT positively influenced the quality of education and research outcomes.

Koltovskaia (2020) conducted a multiple case study to examine how ESL college students engaged with
Grammarly feedback, focusing on behavioral, cognitive, and emotional aspects during the revision of their
final drafts. The results highlighted that Grammarly and similar automated tools could be beneficial for
writing assessments in L2 classrooms, provided that students have a foundational understanding of writing
principles. Incorporating these tools as supplementary resources in the curriculum helps to address lower-
order writing issues, such as punctuation accuracy. Similarly, Qassemzadeh and Soleimani (2016) found
that the feedback provided through Grammarly, in conjunction with the teacher feedback, significantly
improved the learning of passive structures among Iranian EFL university students. Ghufron and Rosyida
(2018) showed that Grammatly significantly improved the writing abilities of EFL learners, especially
regarding vocabulary usage, grammar, and writing mechanics. Likewise, Alshayban (2024) discovered that
Grammarly’s comprehensive explanations and corrective feedback helped learners understand their
mistakes better, promoting improved retention and application of grammatical rules.

Although some effects of Al tools on EFL writing have been extensively studied, no research has yet
compared the impact of Grammarly and ChatGPT on Iranian EFL learners' use of articles. This gap in the
literature led to the formulation of the following research questions:

1) Which instructional approach (using ChatGPT, Grammarly, or the conventional method) is more
effective in improving the use of the article ‘the’ among Iranian intermediate EFL learners?

2) What are the perceptions of Iranian intermediate EFL learners regarding the use of ChatGPT and
Grammatly as online tools?

3.2. Design

In order to maximize the benefits of both quantitative and qualitative data gathering and the integration of
the two, the researcher used a mixed design (Riazi & Candlin, 2014). As a result, a pretest-posttest design
was employed in the quantitative phase of the study to ascertain the effect of the feedback generated by
Grammarly and the feedback generated by ChatGPT on their writing performance in the use of the article
‘the’. In the qualitative phase, semi-structured interviews were conducted to explore learners' perceptions
and experiences with Grammarly and ChatGPT as feedback tools. This approach enabled the researchers
to gather rich detailed insights into the learners’ attitudes, and challenges associated with using Al-driven
tools for language learning,

3.3. Participants

The study involved 100 Iranian male and female EFL learners from four language institutes in
Kermanshah, western Iran. The participants were all native Persian speakers aged 18 to 32 years and
represented diverse socioeconomic backgrounds. To ensure equivalent language proficiency, all the
participants then took the DIALANG test, and 60 learners who scored at the intermediate level (B1 to B2)
were selected for the study before being randomly assigned to the conditions. The 60 participants were
divided into three groups, two experimental groups and one control group. Additionally, semi-structured
interviews were conducted with 15 participants randomly chosen from the experimental group to gain
deeper insights into their perceptions of the tools used in the study.

3.4. Instruments

3.4.1. The DIALANG test

The DIALANG test, being an online tool for evaluating language proficiency, was utilized to assess the
participants’ proficiency level. This test evaluates all the aspects of language ability and provides results
classified from B1 to B2. According to the results of the test for the participants in this study, they were
found to be at either the B1 or B2 proficiency level.

The test was administered in a controlled computer lab setting at each of the four participating language
institutes. Under the supervision of trained proctors, the participants completed the test individually on
institute computers during scheduled sessions. The testing environment ensured reliable internet access
and minimized distractions.



3.4.2. English article pretest and posttest

A pretest and a posttest were designed to evaluate the participants' knowledge of the English article ‘the’
usage before and after the intervention. These researcher-developed tests assessed various aspects of
the article use, including definiteness, specificity, and contextual application. The test was developed
based on the Top-Notch series, which was used as the instructional material in the language institutes.
The tests were piloted to ensure their reliability and validity prior to their administration.

The development of the pretest and posttest involved consultation with experienced university faculty
members, who provided feedback on clarity, complexity, and usability. Their comments and suggestions
were incorporated to revise the tests for better alignment with the study objectives. For the content
validity, the test items were reviewed by four expert judges specializing in English language teaching and
testing.

The English Article pretest and posttest consisted of 30 multiple-choice questions designed to determine
the learners' understanding and use of the definite article ‘the’. The subcomponents of the test focused
on various aspects of article use, in particular definiteness, specificity, and contextual application. The
topics selected were informed by the instructional content and the learning outcomes of the study. The
test was focused on contexts where the definite article ‘the’ was necessary; it did not examine a full range
of article use (i.e., a/an vs. the vs. zero article). While the test did address article use in contextual settings,
it did not explicitly distinguish or focus on anaphoric or generic contexts. However, some items may
have incidentally involved anaphoric reference due to the nature of article usage in discourse. Generic
contexts were not a primary focus of the assessment. The same test was administered for both the
pretest and posttest to ensure consistency in measuring changes in the participants’ knowledge and use
of the article ‘the’.

The pretest/posttest focused primatily on definiteness (e.g., "I saw ___ moon last night")
and specificity (e.g., "She opened ___ doot" [shared knowledge] vs. "She needs a doot" [non-specific])
(Appendix, B). While the test included discourse-based items (e.g., "A man entered. ___ man wore a
hat"), anaphoric and generic contexts (e.g.,"____tiger is endangered") were not systematically distinguished.
To ensure the robustness of the assessment instrument, multiple reliability measures were implemented.
The test showed good reliability in the form of strong internal consistency (Cronbach’s a = 0.82) based
on pilot testing with 30 students of similar proficiency levels. Inter-rater reliability was established by
two raters independently rating 20% of students’ responses, with almost petfect agteement (Cohen's »
= 0.89). Content validity was established by having experts review the instrument; four ELT experts
reviewed the test items for relevance and appropriateness, returning an excellent Content Validity Index
(CVI) of 0.91. Overall, these reliability measures support the instrument as a reliable measure of learners'
use of articles.

Semi-structured interviews

In order to gather more comprehensive insights about Grammarly and ChatGPT, after the post-study
questionnaire, we invited 16 students to take part in voluntary semi-structured individual interviews. By
utilizing semi-structured interviews, both researchers and participants could address unexpected issues
that arose during the discussion with greater freedom and flexibility (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). The
interviews were conducted in Farsi (the participants' native language) to minimize any misunderstanding
and were audio-recorded with the respondents' consent, then transcribed word for word. The
confidentiality of the participants and the anonymity of the data were assured as well. The data collection
methods allowed us to utilize triangulation, thereby enhancing the internal validity of the study (Merriam
& Tisdell, 2015). Furthermore, these interviews also gave the researcher the chance to engage in member
checking to verify the responses. This process is considered by Merriam (1997) as a crucial step in
establishing the trustworthiness of qualitative research. Lincoln and Guba (1985) assert that member
checking fosters a level of confidence that leads to mutual understanding and shared values between the
researcher and the participants.

The interview (Appendix A) comprised questions about how the learners experienced Grammarly and
ChatGPT, their views on the usefulness of the tools, the problems they faced (such as working with the
tools or lacking digital skills, and their overreliance on them), and their opinions about the influence of
these tools on motivation, engagement, and grammatical development, especially with the article ‘the’.
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3.4.3. Procedure

To conduct the study, 60 out of 100 Iranian intermediate EFL learners were selected based on their
DIALANG scores, and the participants were then randomly assigned to three equal groups, including two
experimental groups and one control group. Before intervention, the process began with administering a
pre-semester test to assess the participants' knowledge of the English article 'the'. The pre-test included 30
multiple-choice questions, and the students were given 30 minutes to complete it. Then, the interventions
began.

3.4.5. Intervention

Following the pretest, there was an intervention phase to start.

The first experimental group (ChatGPT feedback):

The EFL learners in this group used ChatGPT, an Al-powered conversational model, for feedback on
their writing. Accounts were created for each participant, and their writing tasks were uploaded to
ChatGPT, which identified and annotated the article errors. The annotated tasks, along with ChatGPT"s
suggestions, were shared with the participants in PDF format. Similar to the first group, the students
worked on two writing tasks per session and revised their errors based on ChatGPT's feedback.

The second experimental group (Grammarly feedback):

The participants in this group were instructed to use Grammarly, a grammar and style-focused writing
assistant, to enhance their use of the article ‘the’ in English writing. During each session, the learners
completed two writing tasks. Their essays were uploaded to Grammarly by the instructor, who was the
first researcher, and Grammarly highlighted the errors, including those related to article usage. The
highlighted sections were provided to the participants, who were encouraged to revise their work based on
this feedback. If the students were unable to correct their errors, the instructor demonstrated the correct
forms and provided explanations using Grammarly. A holistic score was assigned after the students
submitted their revised drafts.

The control group (Teacher feedback):

The control group participants wrote essays during each session, but they did not receive feedback from
Grammarly or ChatGPT. Instead, their essays were corrected by the instructor, who provided feedback
directly. This traditional feedback approach ensured consistency within the control group.

It should be noted that all the participants were informed that their writing performance would be recorded
for research purposes, but they were not explicitly told the purpose of the study so as to mitigate the
Hawthorne effect (Seliger & Shohamy, 1989).

3.4.6. Posttest and interviews

At the end of the intervention, all the participants completed a posttest identical in format to the pretest,
which measured changes in their use of the definite article 'the'. Additionally, 16 participants were
voluntarily selected for semi-structured interviews to evaluate their perceptions of the quality and
effectiveness of Grammarly and ChatGPT feedback.

3.4.7. Data analysis

In line with the purpose of this study, the data obtained from the proficiency test, pretest, and posttest
were analyzed using SPSS version 24.0. Descriptive statistics, including the mean, standard deviation, and
normality of distribution for the pretest and posttest scores, were calculated to provide an overview of the
data and ensure its suitability for further statistical analysis.

To assess the normality of the data, the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was conducted. Based on the results, a
one-way ANOVA was performed to compare the scores across the three groups (ChatGPT, Grammarly,
and control group) in the pretest and posttest. This analysis helped to determine the effectiveness of the
interventions in improving the participants' use of the English article ‘the’.

The second research question, which explored qualitative insights, was addressed through a systematic
analysis of the interview data. This involved three key steps: transcription, coding, and content analysis.
Coding, defined as the process of developing concepts from raw data, followed a structured approach
adapted from Ary et al. (2014). The thematic analysis of the interview data was performed within the
framework outlined by Cohen et al. (2007), ensuring a rigorous and detailed examination of the participants'
perspectives.



IV. Findings

4.1. Quantitative analysis

To ensure a homogeneous sample of participants, the DIALANG test was administered and analyzed.
Based on the results, the participants whose scores fell within one standard deviation above and below
the mean were selected as the main participants of the study (n = 60). These participants were then
randomly divided into three equal groups: two experimental groups and one control group. The
descriptive statistics for the pretest and posttest scores on the English article ‘the’ for the experimental
groups are presented in Table 1. This analysis highlights the impact of the interventions on the
participants' performance.

Table 1. The descriptive analysis of the first experimental group (ChatGPT)

N Min. Max. Mean Std. deviation
Pre 20 7 19 11.59 2. 652
Post 20 11 25 13.24 3. 689
N 20

As shown in Table 1, the mean score of the first experimental group on the pretest is 11.59, and SD =
2.65. In addition, the posttest mean score of this experimental group is 13.24 with SD = 3.68.
Furthermore, the results of the English Article (the) pretest and posttest of the second experimental
group are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. The descriptive analysis of the second experimental group (Grammarly)

N Min. Max. Mean Std. deviation
Pre 20 5 15 11.98 2.419
Post 20 10 16 13.88 1.255
N 20

As presented in Table 2, the mean of the second experimental group on the pretest is 11.98 with a
standard deviation of 2.41, while the posttest of this group indicates a mean score of 13.88 with the
standard deviation of 1.25. The descriptive analysis of the pretest and posttest of the control group is

presented in Table 3.
Table 3. The descriptive analysis of the control group
N Min. Max. Mean Std. deviation
Pre 20 6 16 11.02 2.179
Post 20 10 25 11.43 3.287
N 20

As illustrated in Table 3, the mean score of the control group on the pretest is 11.02 with the SD of
2.17. In addition, the mean score of the control group on the posttest is 11.43 with SD = 3.28. After
the calculation of the descriptive statistics, to compare the performance of the three groups in the pretest
and posttest, one-way ANOVA was conducted. Table 4 illustrates the results of the pretest.

Table 4. One-way ANOVA for the pretest

Sum of Mean
squares df square F Sig.
Between 9.228 2 4.614 .785 461
Groups
Within 335.174 57 5.880
Groups

Total 344.402 59
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According to Table 4, there is no significant difference among the three groups’ pretest performance (p >
0.05 and F = 0.78). Then, their performance was calculated and compared after the treatments in the
posttest. Table 5 presents the results.

Table 5. One -way ANOVA for the posttest

Sum of squares df Mean square F Sig.
Between Groups 59.486 2 29.743 4.415 .017
Within Groups 377.228 56 6.736
Total 436.714 58

Based on Table 5, there is a statistically significant difference among the three groups on the posttest, F (2,
56) = 4.415, p = .017, with a medium effect size (n?* = 0.1306). This shows that at least one group performed
significantly differently from the others in their use of the article ‘the’. In order to know which instruction
showed the highest mean values and identify the difference between the groups, the post-hoc Scheffe test
was conducted (Table 06).

Table 6. Post-hoc Scheffé test results for between-group comparisons

Scheffe
95% confidence
interval
A I A Mean Std. error  Sig. Lower  Upper
difference (I-J)
bound  bound
A. Control B. (ChatGPT) -1.67961 .83147 140 -3.7705 4113
(teacher feedback)  C. (Grammarly) -2.41711" .83147 020  -45080 -.3262
A. Control (teacher
1.67961 .83147 140 -4113  3.7705
B. (ChatGPT) feedback)
C. (Grammarly) -.73750 .82074 670  -2.8014 1.3264
A. Control (teacher
2.41711° .83147 .020 3262  4.5080
C. (Grammarly) feedback)
B. (ChatGPT) 73750 .82074 670  -1.3264 2.8014

Based on Table 5, a significant overall difference was found among the three groups (p = .017). However,
the post hoc Scheffé analysis (Table 6) revealed that only the Grammarly group significantly outperformed
the control group (p = .020). No significant difference was observed between the ChatGPT and control
groups (p = .140), or between the Grammarly and ChatGPT groups (p = .670).
4.2. Qualitative results
One key benefit that the participants highlighted was the potential of Al tools such as Grammatly,
ChatGPT, and others to bridge the gap between classroom teaching and individual practice. Learners
appreciate the customized support these tools provide. This allows them to practice writing outside of
structured lessons. This flexibility helps them engage and work on their weaknesses more effectively. In
this regard one participant commented:
ammarly allows me to get feedback all the time. Even if you're not in class, it was like having a teacher with me all the time
helping me improve step by step.
This highlights how Al tools can expand learning opportunities and strengthen writing skills beyond
traditional teaching.



Another important benefit of Al tools like Grammarly and ChatGPT is their ability to provide
immediate feedback on writing. The participants emphasized that immediate feedback helps to identify
and correct errors in real time. This promotes learning and prevents mistakes from being repeated. This
is different from traditional methods in which you may have to wait for feedback from the teacher.
These tools allow learners to refine their writing and proceed with confidence instantly. One participant
noted:

When I make a mistake, Grammarly immediately shows me what's wrong. So I can corvect and understand the errors
immediately. A quick update wonld be very helpful.

This immediacy promotes a more dynamic and responsive learning environment for EFL learners.
Additionally, some participants emphasized the role of Grammarly and ChatGPT in boosting their
motivation and engagement. This theme occurred frequently in the data. One participant shared:

Using Grammarly keeps me motivated because I can instantly see my mistakes and improvements which makes me want
to write more and better.

Another participant commented on this:

I like Grammarly becanse it is interactive. I received immediate feedback and 1 feel like I'm learning when I write.
Additionally, some participants expressed the view that Grammarly and ChatGPT should be used as
supplements or additions rather than as a standalone learning tool. In this regard, one participant
explained:

These tools are useful but they cannot replace teachers. It should be used in conjunction with traditional methods for best
results.

The participants also highlighted a notable limitation of Al tools like Grammarly and ChatGPT in Iran
which is their limited availability and technical problems. This issue stems from restricted access due to
geopolitical constraints, occasional technical issues, or the need for reliable and fast internet connectivity,
which is not always accessible in all parts of the country. Many learners expressed their frustration with
being unable to use these tools when they needed them the most, such as during late-night study sessions
or periods of high academic demand. This is echoed in one participant’s view who expressed her
frustration:

Sometimes 1 want to use Grammarly late at night when 1'm studying, but the Internet is too slow or it doesn’t work at all.
1#’s really disappointing becanse I depend on it for the feedback in ny writing.

Some participants suggested that relying heavily on these tools may lead to a dependency that becomes
problematic when the tools are unavailable. One participant succinctly expressed her frustration, stating:
Dve started to rely on the Al tool so much that when it’s not available, I feel stuck and unsure about my writing.
Another notable shortcoming highlighted by the participants was the ability of Al tools like ChatGPT
and Grammatly to encourage unintentional plagiarism. Some participants expressed concern that,
although these tools help to improve grammar and generate ideas, they also lead students to
inappropriately rely too much on pre-written or Al-suggested content. This overdependence risks
undermining originality and ethical writing practices. One participant stated:

ChatGPT and Grammarly are useful, but I worry that some students night just copy the suggestions word-for-word without
thinking about their own ideas or giving credit.

This concern underscores the need for educators to emphasize proper usage of these tools and instill
strong academic integrity principles in students.

Some participants also noted that using Al tools like Grammarly and ChatGPT effectively requires a
certain level of digital literacy, which can be a challenge for some learners. Navigating these tools,
understanding their functionalities, and interpreting their feedback demands familiarity with technology,
which not all students possess. This limitation can create a barrier for learners who are less tech-savvy,
potentially widening the gap in learning outcomes. One participant remarked:

Sometimes it’s hard to figure out how to use these tools properly, especially when they give suggestions that aren’t clear. Not
everyone knows how to handle that.

This highlights the importance of providing guidance and training to ensure equitable access to the
benefits of Al tools.

In sum, the themes generated after analyzing the transcribed interviews are summarized in Table 7.
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Table 7: Opinions of Iranian EFL learners about ChatGPT and Grammarly

Categories Themes Examples
A. Bridging the Gap ['Grammarly feels like having a teacher by my side at all
between Instruction andtimes, offering constant feedback and helping me 5
Positi Practice improve step by step, even outside the classroom." '
osttive B. Immediate 'l like how Grammarly and ChatGPT give corrections
1 oninions feedback right away; it helps me fix mistakes quickly."
P C. Motivation and ["Using ChatGPT feels like having a real conversation,
engagement which makes learning fun and keeps me interested."
D. As supplements or ["These tools are helpful, but they work best when \
add-ons combined with what teachers provide.
A. Limited availability Sometimes the_ app wouldn't load properly, or it took
and technical problems too long to give feedback. It was frustrating and
interrupted my learning."”
"I feel like I depend on it too much now. When I don’t
. B. Dependency - . A
Negative use it, | second-guess everything | write.
5 "ChatGPT and Grammarly are helpful, but I'm|
opinions . concerned that some students might simply copy the
C. Plagiarism . . . . ;
suggestions directly instead of developing their own
thoughts and ideas."
. "Using ChatGPT and Grammarly requires some digital
D. Requires some Kill Il stud famili ith h h
digital literacy skills. Not all students are familiar with how to use these
tools effectively, so it can be a bit challenging for them."

V. Discussion

The aim of this study was to examine the comparative effectiveness of Grammarly and ChatGPT in
improving Iranian-intermediate EFL learners' use of the article ‘the” and to explote students' perceptions
of these tools. The findings on both research questions are discussed below.

The quantitative results revealed that the Grammarly group significantly outperformed the control group
but did not significantly differ from the ChatGPT group in improving learners' use of the definite article
‘the’. Furthermore, the ChatGPT group showed higher mean scores than the control group, although this
difference was not statistically significant. These findings corroborate previous studies (see Son et al., 2023)
that highlight the utility of AWE tools and Al-driven applications in language learning.

Grammatly’s superior performance aligns with research emphasizing its targeted feedback on grammatical
accuracy. For example, Ghufron and Rosyida (2018) demonstrated that Grammarly effectively enhanced
the writing skills of EFL learners, particularly in the case of vocabulary usage (diction), language use
(grammar), and mechanics of writing (spelling and punctuation). Similarly, Alshayban (2024) found that
Grammarly’s detailed explanations and corrective suggestions provided learners with a clear understanding
of their errors, fostering better retention and application of grammatical rules. In the current study, these
features may have contributed to the learners' improved mastety of the definite article.

The observed differences between Grammarly and ChatGPT can be attributed to the tools’ distinct design
and functionalities (Wu et al., 2023). Grammarly’s explicit focus on grammar correction allows for targeted
learning of grammatical rules, whereas ChatGPT offers broader conversational support that may benefit
overall language competence but lacks specificity in addressing grammatical details. While the difference
between the two tools was not statistically significant in this study, their design purposes may still influence
how learners interact with them and perceive their usefulness. In sum, Shaikh (2024) suggests that
Grammatly should be utilized for identifying errors and enhancing the structure of sentences and ChatGPT
for content generation, paraphrasing, or assistance with research since it helps the user receive suggestions
for grammar, spelling, and punctuation as he/she writes. To be more specific, it seems that Grammatly is
more interactive since it often requires extra input from users to determine whether to accept proposed
edits in their essays or assignments. Therefore, in line with Staff’s (2024) suggestion, it is important to
collaborate with Grammarly to navigate grammar-related choices. However, further research can explore
the potential of combining both tools to address different aspects of language learning.



The qualitative findings from the semi-structured interviews provided further insights into learners’
perceptions of Grammarly and ChatGPT as online tools for language learning. Several themes emerged,
revealing both positive and negative aspects of these tools.

Most participants acknowledged the usefulness of Grammarly and ChatGPT in enhancing their
grammatical proficiency, particularly for subskills such as the use of articles. As one participant stated,
these tools are valuable supplements for classroom tasks and help to improve specific language skills.
This perception aligns with research by Alharbi (2024), which emphasized the supplementary role of
automated writing evaluation (AWE) tools in EFL learning environments.

The participants also highlichted the motivational aspects of these tools, noting features that promote
engagement and maintain interest in learning. For instance, the immediate feedback provided by
Grammarly and ChatGPT was consistently praised for its role in reinforcing correct language use and
supporting learner autonomy. These findings align with Zheng et al. (2024), who identified immediate
feedback as a key feature of effective language learning tools. Additionally, the participants valued the
tools' ability to bridge the gap between instruction and practice by offering round-the-clock support,
allowing learners to continue improving outside of the classroom. These benefits are consistent with the
tindings of Fan and Ma (2022), who reported that AWE tools significantly enhance learner motivation
and engagement by providing constant opportunities for practice and improvement.

Despite their positive attitudes, the interviewees expressed reservations about the limitations of
Grammarly and ChatGPT as standalone pedagogical tools. Many argued that these tools should
complement traditional methods rather than replacing them, as they are perceived to address limited
aspects of language learning. Such a view is partially in line with Fereidouni and Farahian (2024) who
reported that the combination of ChatGPT and teacher feedback greatly enhanced the writing
performance of EFL learners. This perspective is also supported by Mohammad (2024) and Mun (2024),
who cautioned against over-reliance on technology-driven tools, noting that excessive dependence on
such tools could hinder students' development of independent writing skills.

Another significant concern was the inconsistent availability of these tools due to technical issues and
infrastructural constraints in Iran. The participants noted that unreliable internet access, geopolitical
restrictions, and occasional technical problems disrupted their ability to use Grammarly and ChatGPT
effectively. These findings align with those of Hedayati and Marandi (2022) and Salehi and Largani
(2020), who highlighted similar challenges faced by Iranian EFL learners in integrating digital tools into
their studies. Moreover, Zhang (2024) found that limited access to Al-based platforms negatively
impacts learners' ability to maintain consistent study habits, a limitation echoed by participants in this
study.

The participants also expressed concern about the possibility of over-reliance on these tools which can
create dependency and reduce opportunities for independent learning. This is consistent with the
literature (Mohamed, 2024; Mun, 2024; Zhai et al., 2024) which warns that excessive reliance on
technology-driven tools can hinder students' ability to develop independent writing skills. In addition,
the need for digital literacy was also highlighted as a barrier, as some students had difficulty using the
tools effectively. These limitations highlight the importance of digital literacy training and equitable

access to these technologies.

VI. Conclusion and implications

This study highlights the potential of Al tools like ChatGPT and Grammarly in improving Iranian EFL
learners’ use of the article ‘the’ while also shedding light on learners’ perceptions of these tools. The
findings underscore the importance of integrating Al technology into language instruction to enhance
grammar learning, while addressing challenges such as accessibility and over-reliance. The comparative
effectiveness of ChatGPT and Grammarly suggests that such Al tools could be integrated into EFL
instruction to enhance learners’ grammatical accuracy, particularly in mastering articles like #be. Teachers
can design hybrid lesson plans in which students use ChatGPT for contextualized, conversational
practice and Grammarly for detailed feedback on specific errors. This dual approach would complement
traditional methods, offering a more holistic grammar learning experience.

The findings of this study have several important implications for EFL education. Educators should
receive specific training to effectively integrate ChatGPT and Grammatly, and other Al tools into their
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teaching approaches. This kind of training should address the strengths of these tools, such as the ability
to provide immediate feedback and bridge the gap between teaching and practice, as well as limitations like
potential dependency and limited effectiveness for subtle grammatical errors, as in the use of articles.
Teachers should be equipped to guide learners in using these tools as supplements to traditional teaching
methods instead of replacing them.

The study also underscores the need to address infrastructural barriers, particularly in contexts like Iran,
where restricted and inconsistent access to Al tools remains a significant challenge. Policymakers should
prioritize improving internet infrastructure and exploring strategies to ensure reliable access to these
platforms. Efforts to increase digital literacy among both educators and learners are equally critical to
ensure the effective use of these technologies.

Finally, the study highlights the potential for further research into the long-term impact of Al tools on
learners' grammar acquisition and writing development. Future studies are needed to explore the
comparative efficacy of these tools in different cultural, technological, and educational contexts. Such
research would provide valuable insights into the global applicability of Al tools and help to optimize their
role in language education.

This study has some limitations like any other study. First, because it focuses on Iranian EFL learners, the
results may not be applicable to those from different cultural or linguistic backgrounds. Second, due to the
internet restrictions and political issues, access to ChatGPT and other Al tools in Iran is limited. This may
affect how participants use and view these tools. The study also used self-reported data for qualitative
analysis that may introduce bias. Third, while the test instrument measured important aspects of article use
(e.g., definiteness and specificity), it also did not consistently distinguish between anaphoric contexts (e.g.,
referential 'the' in a discourse) or generic contexts (e.g., zero article with plural nouns), which may affect
the extent to which the results can be generalized beyond the context of article use in the test instrument.
Future studies could do this by including focused item types based on the differing grammatical functions.
Finally, the duration of the intervention of this study was relatively short, limiting the ability to assess the
long-term effects of using ChatGPT and Grammarly in teaching grammar. Future research should attempt
to address these limitations by including learners from diverse backgrounds, varying participants from
different proficiency levels, and extending the study durations.
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Appendix A

The Interview Guide

1. How did Grammarly or ChatGPT help to bridge the gap between instruction and practice?
2. What was your experience with the immediate feedback provided by these tools?

3. Did using the tools increase your motivation or engagement in writing?

4. In your opinion, should these tools be used alone or with teacher support?

5. Did you experience any issues with access or availability of the tools?

6. Do you feel you’ve become dependent on Grammarly or ChatGPT?

7. Were you concerned about plagiarism when using these tools?

8. Did you face any challenges using the tools due to digital skills?

Appendix B
Sample Items from the English Article Test
Instructions: Choose #he, a/an, or O (no article) for each blank.
1. Definiteness (Unique Referent):
o "Look at ___ skyl It’s so blue today." (Correct: the)
"She wants to buy ___ car." (Context: any car; correct: a)
. Specificity (Shared Knowledge):
"I talked to ___ doctor you recommended." (Correct: the)

O O I O

"He needs ____ new phone." (Context: unspecified; correct: a)

3. Discourse-Based (Anaphoric):

o "A woman walked in. __ woman was weating a red coat." (Correct: the)
4. Excluded Generic Contexts:

o Not tested: " ___ elephants are large animals." (Generic plural)



