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Abstract 
Independence is a central ideal in Swedish Higher education and is embedded in course syllabuses, 
local course descriptions and assessment criteria. At the same time, the concept has long been 
interpreted in different ways across disciplinary contexts, creating ambiguity and a lack of consensus 
around what independent student work actually means. The development of artificial intelligence (AI) 
text robots such as ChatGPT and Copilot has made this issue more urgent challenging established 
assumptions about writing, authorship, and student performance. 

This study explores how independence in writing is understood, required, and assessed in different 
disciplinary contexts within Swedish teacher education. The study also explores how academic teachers 
describe disciplinary writing practices and how they define independence in student writing. Adopting 
an academic literacies perspective, this study views writing as a social and situated practice influenced 
by norms and conditions. Within this perspective, writing and writing norms differ between situations and 
contexts. Typical academic concepts such as 'independence' are thus interpreted differently in different 
contexts. Teacher education is a particularly relevant setting because students move between subjects 
with different academic traditions, writing practices, and assessment cultures. 

The empirical material consists of focus groups interviews with teachers from different disciplinary areas 
in teacher education. By analyzing how independence is formulated and operationalized across 
contexts, the study aims to contribute knowledge about how AI reshapes the conditions for academic 
writing and about the challenges this creates for students in teacher education. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
Independence is a central concept in higher education in large parts of the world and is regarded as a 
fundamental prerequisite for students’ learning and academic development. Student independence or 
autonomy is frequently stated as a requirement for obtaining academic degrees, both at bachelor and 
at master level, in governing documents such as Higher Education Acts, Higher Education Ordinances 
or National Qualifications Frameworks in several countries. For example, the Swedish Higher Education 
Ordinance states that to qualify for a bachelor’s degree, students must, among other things, demonstrate 
the ability to make independent and critical assessments and to independently identify, formulate and 
solve problems [1]. In research, independence is often associated with concepts such as independent 
learning and learner autonomy [2:3], and it is also highlighted in relation to higher education more 
broadly [4:5:6:7].  

Despite its central role, the concept is not unambiguous. Independence is understood in different ways 
depending on the academic context, both nationally, internationally and across disciplines [8]. This 
conceptual ambiguity has been explicitly addressed in several studies. [9], [2], [3] and [10], for instance, 
demonstrate how perceptions of independence vary across different groups, such as students, teachers 
and academics. 

The rapid development and widespread availability of generative artificial intelligence (AI) tools such as 
ChatGPT and Copilot have intensified these discussions by challenging established assumptions about 
writing, authorship, learning, and academic performance [11]. From the perspective of academic 
literacies, writing can be understood not merely as an individual cognitive skill, but as a situated social 
and disciplinary practice shaped by institutional norms, expectation and power relations. In this context, 
AI-assisted writing practices raise questions not only about authorship and originality, but also about 
which forms of knowledge, participation, and textual practices are recognised as legitimate within 
different educational settings.  

At the same time, different disciplinary contexts may shape how independence is interpreted, valued, 
and assessed. What is regarded as acceptable support, legitimate collaboration, or independent 
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performance may therefore vary substantially between subjects and academic traditions. AI 
technologies make these differences increasingly visible by challenging taken-for-granted assumptions 
regarding student writing and assessment practices. 

This study examines how independence in writing is understood and assessed across different 
disciplinary contexts within teacher education. Teacher education constitutes a particularly complex 
setting because students move between subjects characterised by different academic traditions, writing 
practices, epistemological assumptions and assessment cultures. The study addresses the following 
research questions: 

• How is the independent student constructed within teacher education in relation to writing and the 
use of AI? 

• How does the understanding of independence vary across five subject areas related to teacher 
education? 

Rather than treating independence as a fixed or self-evident concept, the study explores how its 
meaning is shaped through local disciplinary practices and assessment cultures. In the context of 
generative AI these differences become particularly interesting, as expectations regarding authorship, 
originality, and acceptable support may vary considerably between subjects. The study therefore 
contributes to ongoing discussions about academic writing, assessment, and educational legitimacy in 
AI-mediated higher education. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
The empirical material consists of focus group interviews with teachers from different disciplinary areas 
in teacher education. This study draws on discourse analysis as its theoretical and analytical framework, 
viewing language as a form of social practice that shapes how phenomena are constructed and given 
meaning [12, 13]. From this perspective, the focus group interviews are not approached merely as 
expressions of individual opinions, but as sites where shared understandings of independence are 
negotiated, reproduced, and sometimes challenged. Particular attention is directed towards how teacher 
educators discuss independence in relation to students’ writing practices and the use of AI, as well as 
to the norms, values, and assumptions that are embedded within these discussions. The study is further 
informed by an academic literacies perspective [14] [15] which conceptualizes writing in higher 
education as a socially situated practice embedded in relations of power, identity, and epistemology. 
From this perspective, independence is understood not as neutral or fixed, but as closely tied to implicit 
expectations regarding legitimate knowledge, appropriate authorial voice, and acceptable forms of 
textual production within specific disciplinary contexts. The integration of AI into academic writing 
practices further complicates these expectations by raising questions about independence, authorship, 
agency, and the boundaries of individual work, c.f [16]. 

Discourse analysis enables explorations of how different ways of talking about independence position 
both students and teachers, as well as what forms of independence are constructed as legitimate or 
problematic. The analysis therefore focuses on recurring patterns of meaning in the material, and how 
these relate to broader developments in higher education, digitalisation, and AI-mediated writing 
practices. By combining discourse analysis with an academic literacies perspective, the study highlights 
how understandings of independence are intertwined with disciplinary norms, assessment cultures and 
writing practices. This analytical approach also makes visible tensions between traditional ideals of 
individual responsibility and emerging writing practices in which AI functions as an integrated resource 
in the writing process. 

The identified discourses are discussed in relation to the seven understandings of independence 
identified in [9]. In their study, the authors analyze how supervisors from two educational programmes 
— teacher education and journalism — in two countries, Sweden and Russia, understand the concept 
of independence in higher education in relation to supervision of undergraduate projects. The seven 
different understandings of independence identified in [9] include: taking initiative; demonstrating 
originality, creativity and enthusiasm; relating to sources and context; arguing, motivating and making 
choices; taking responsibility; demonstrating critical thinking and reflection; and the ability to generalise 
and synthesize. Together, these understandings form a framework through which independence is 
discussed in the present study. 

The data collection consists of the five focus group interviews, involving 2–3 teachers, from five subject 
areas within teacher education at a Swedish university. The areas included Swedish, Social studies, 
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History, Religious studies, and Literary studies. All discussions were audio-recorded and transcribed in 
institutionally approved systems. Prior to participation, all participants received oral information about 
the study's purpose and scope and was informed that their participation was voluntary. Informed consent 
was obtained before the discussions commenced. To ensure confidentiality participants are referred to 
by pseudonyms in the study. 

The analytical process was conducted collaboratively by all authors. Initially, the material was coded, 
focusing on how independence was defined, negotiated, and evaluated across disciplinary contexts. 
The coding process was subsequently discussed and refined, resulting in the identification of several 
recurring discourses within the dataset. 

3 RESULTS AND ANALYSIS 
Across the different subject areas, several distinct discourses of independence emerged in relation to AI-
mediated practices. Some of these resonates with earlier conceptualizations of independence identified 
by [9], while others reflect new tensions and reconfigurations associated with generative AI. The findings 
are organized into five overlapping by analytical distinguishable discourses of independence. 

3.1 Independence as authorship and textual ownership 
Across all the subject areas, independence is closely associated with authorship, ownership, and the 
ability to claim responsibility for a text. Expressions such as “standing behind one’s text” (Swedish) and 
“owning the text” (History) are used to describe an important aspect of independence, often linked to 
oral communication or speech as a complement to written assignments. Spoken interaction — 
particularly when it occurs spontaneously, without reliance on written drafts or digital tools — is framed 
as a modality more closely aligned with thinking and understanding. It could be argued that writing has, 
to some extent, lost its privileged connection to thinking, while speaking or speech is increasingly 
positioned as a more direct expression of understanding or thinking, cf. [17].  

In this context, “standing behind one’s text” resonates with the notion of independence as responsibility, 
cf. [9], although this responsibility is now more specifically tied to the ability to account for one’s work 
orally. A history teacher expressed it as follows: “And that we are very careful in the assessment process 
to ensure that they can truly explain why they have written the way they have and elaborate on it orally.” 
In [9], responsibility was primarily associated with accountability to a supervisor or examiner, “my 
supervisor told me to do so”, whereas in the present context it is more closely linked to oral articulation 
and justification of one’s work. 

This increasing emphasis on oral accountability is also connected to broader changes in assessment 
practices, where the participants describe how AI has contributed to a growing reliance on supervised 
examinations and oral examinations. One participant reflected on this development by stating: “Within 
the framework we currently have, this is the only way out. Unless additional resources are provided – 
perhaps by taxing AI billionaires – and transferred to things like oral exams and similar forms of 
assessment that are extremely time-consuming.” (Social sciences). 

The findings suggest a growing uncertainty regarding whether written text alone can still function as 
reliable evidence of individual understanding in context where AI tools may contribute substantially to 
text production. Textual ownership becomes closely connected to authenticity and accountability, 
particularly in situations where the boundaries between human and AI-generated writing are perceived 
as uncertain. 

3.2 Independence as argumentation and critical engagement 
Argumentation is highlighted across several subject areas as a key literacy practice related to 
independence, where independent students are expected to construct arguments and engage critically 
with course literature and other perspectives. A teacher in literary studies described it as follows: “I want 
you to reason your way towards an answer: is there a collective protagonist, or are there one or several 
characters whom you consider more central than the others? The point is how you reason about it — your 
argumentation. Whenever someone says that Lucy is the main character in The Lion, the Witch and the 
Wardrobe, I always ask: why do you think that? They have to argue for it. Or if someone says, ‘the text in 
front of me is a sonnet.’ Well then, why would that be? ‘Because it has five lines, five stresses, regular 
rhythm,’ and so on. That why is extremely important, and what I personally think is completely irrelevant. 
We do not mean that there are any right answers; rather, I try to convey that your opinion about who the 
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main character in The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe is, must be supported by convincing 
argumentation. This aligns with the dimension arguing, motivating and making choices identified in [9]. 

3.3 Independence as relating to sources 
In history and literary studies, independence is primarily understood as the ability to relate to sources, 
and to the student's ability to engage with and formulate ideas through course literature and other texts. This 
is described as a central aspect of the literacy practices within these disciplines and aligns closely with 
the notion of relating to sources and context identified by [9], but the emergence of AI complicates how 
sources, authorship, and textual ownership are understood. 

Engaging with sources also highlights writing as a fundamentally collective practice, in which one’s own 
ideas are developed in relation to the ideas of others. Within the material, writing is frequently described 
as a fundamentally intertextual and collective practice in which students develop ideas through 
engagement within existing texts, perspectives and conversations. From this perspective, the use of AI 
could potentially be understood as an extension of already established collaborative and dialogical 
writing practices. At the same time, the discussions reveal a clear distinction between human and non-
human forms of support. While inspiration, feedback, and collaboration involving teachers, peers, books, 
or other academic sources are generally constructed as legitimate, AI-generated contributions are more 
often framed as problematic or requiring particular caution. This distinction is further reinforced in 
examples where a boundary is drawn between ideas and their textual realization. For instance, one 
participant noted: “I don’t care where you get your ideas from. But you cannot submit AI-generated text 
and claim that you wrote it yourself in an exam” (Literary Studies). Here, drawing on AI for ideas is 
considered acceptable, while independence is still tied to the student’s own formulation of text. 

At the same time, discussions reveal a certain ambiguity regarding the relationship between thinking, 
understanding, and writing. While students’ thinking is consistently described as central, it is not always 
clear whether “writing independently” refers to the physical act of composing text or to the underlying 
ideas, which could potentially be expressed through other modalities. AI appears to destabilise previous 
taken-for-granted assumptions that writing transparently reflects individual thinking, thereby making 
questions of authorship and authenticity increasingly difficult to define. 

3.4 Independence as process, revision and making choices 

In the material, Swedish stands out as the subject area that explicitly foregrounds the writing process 
itself as part of independence. Here, a distinction is made between thinking and writing, with particular 
emphasis on the act of formulating ideas in text as related to independence: “You work on and engage 
more deeply with the text and the concepts, and that in itself does something.” In this context, making 
choices is also highlighted as central to independence, particularly the ability to revise texts and evaluate 
different options, regardless of whether these originate from teachers, peers, or AI tools. This suggests 
a progression of independence, where an initial stage may involve accepting suggestions—whether 
from AI tools or model texts—while more advanced stages involve critically assessing and refining these 
inputs. This progression aligns with the literacy practices of Swedish as a subject, where text revision 
and evaluation are central. This also relates to the understanding presented in [9], conceptualized as 
arguing, motivating and making choices, where these different literacy practices are seen as distinct 
levels of the same competence, with making choices preceding motivating and arguing. 

3.5 Independence as generalising and being creative 

Two discourses found exclusively in the interviews with teachers in Religious studies concern, first, 
independence as the ability to generalise and synthesise and, second, independence as the ability to 
be creative. The understanding of independence as an ability to generalise and synthesise can be 
related to an understanding of independence identified by [9], ability to generalise and synthesise. A 
teacher in Religious studies describe an independent student as someone who can reflect, connect 
ideas across different areas, and examine them from multiple perspectives. In religious studies, 
emphasis is also placed on creativity, personal engagement, and the student’s own voice as indicators 
of independence. This can be related to one of the ways in which independence was defined in [9]: 
demonstrating originality, creativity and enthusiasm. Independence is thus constructed through the 
ability to reflect across different perspectives, connect ideas, and formulate nuanced interpretations. 
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4 CONCLUSIONS 
This study has examined how independence in writing is understood and negotiated across different 
disciplinary contexts within teacher education in relation to generative AI. The findings show that 
independence is not a fixed or universally shaped concept, but is shaped through disciplinary practices, 
assessment cultures, and assumptions about writing, knowledge, and academic legitimacy. 

The findings primarily show that there are differences in how independence is understood across the 
different disciplines and among subject representatives. In history, teachers emphasize students’ ability 
to relate critically to sources, whereas teachers in literary studies highlight argumentation and creativity. 
Such differences in what is foregrounded as indicators of independence point to variations in disciplinary 
literacy practices and assessment traditions, and consequently to different ways of addressing AI-
generated writing.  

The findings reveal a tension concerning the relationship between writing, speaking, and thinking. In the 
material, oral articulation increasingly emerges as a trusted indicator of knowledge, reflection, and 
authenticity in situations where AI-generated writing complicates assumptions about individual text 
production. Speaking is therefore positioned as more directly connected to thinking than writing, 
particularly when students are expected to explain and justify their texts orally. This development also 
reflects changing constructions of responsibility. Whereas earlier studies of supervision practices, cf. 
[9], linked responsibility primarily to the relationship between student and supervisor, responsibility in 
the present material is increasingly associated with the ability to account for and explain one’s text 
independently of written or digital support. 

Another important shift concerns how sources are conceptualised. Previously, sources mainly referred to 
course literature and, in some cases, guidance from supervisors. With the emergence of AI tools, however, 
sources now also include generative technologies, making the relationship to sources more complex and 
demanding new forms of critical engagement. As a result, established distinctions between support, 
collaboration, and authorship become increasingly blurred, while new expectations emerge regarding 
students’ critical judgement and transparency in relation to different forms of textual assistance. 

Overall, this study has sought to illuminate how independence is understood differently across 
disciplinary contexts and how disciplinary writing practices are reshaped in relation to AI. The purpose 
is not to distinguish between right and wrong understandings of independence, but rather to make these 
variations visible and open possibilities for collegial discussions and shared pedagogical reflections, c.f 
[8]. The findings point to a need for higher education, and teacher education in particular, to further 
develop conceptual and pedagogical frameworks that can address changing literacy practices in the 
context of AI.  
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