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This study aimed to explore student teachers’ lived experiences of an
artificial intelligence—based curriculum, with particular emphasis on learner
agency. Given the experiential, interpretive, and context-dependent nature of
the phenomenon, the research was designed within a qualitative framework
using a phenomenological approach to capture how student teachers perceive,
interpret, and enact their roles when interacting with intelligent curricular
systems. The research population consisted of undergraduate student teachers at
Farhangian University who had prior experience using Al-based tools and
learning environments. Participants were selected through purposive, criterion-
based sampling. Data were collected through 14 in-depth semi-structured
interviews and analyzed using qualitative thematic analysis with the support of
MAXQDA software.The findings resulted in the identification of eight
overarching themes, including learner agency and self-regulation, patterns and
quality of interaction with Al tools, rethinking curriculum design and
assessment, professional identity development, enhancement of cognitive and
technological skills, issues of educational equity and access, and the role of
institutional policies and support structures. Overall, the results indicate that
while Al-based curricula offer significant opportunities for personalized
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pedagogical, ethical, and institutional challenges. These findings highlight the
need for deliberate curriculum redesign and informed policy-making in teacher
education programs to ensure the effective and responsible integration of
artificial intelligence in learning environments.
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Introduction

In recent years, artificial intelligence has become a major driver of transformation in higher
education, enabling the optimization of learning quality through learning data analysis, real-time
feedback, and personalized learning pathways. Despite technological advancements, our
knowledge of student-teachers' lived experiences and the role of learner agency in Al-based
curriculum environments remains insufficient. Learner agency refers to learners' ability to actively
control the learning process, make informed decisions, and continuously reflect on educational
experiences, emerging as a relational and dynamic construct in interaction with Al tools. This study
aimed to conduct an in-depth analysis of student-teachers' lived experiences of an Al-based
curriculum with a particular emphasis on learner agency, seeking to understand how student-
teachers perceive, attribute meaning to, and act within intelligent curriculum environments.
Methods

Given the interpretive and experience-based nature of the topic, this study was designed within a
qualitative framework using a phenomenological approach. The research population comprised
undergraduate student-teachers at Farhangian University who had experience using Al-based tools
and environments in their learning processes. Purposeful criterion-based sampling was employed,
and data were collected through 14 semi-structured in-depth interviews with 6 male and 8 female
student-teachers from various majors including Elementary Education, Geography Education,
Counseling and Guidance, History Education, and Social Sciences Education. Each interview
lasted between 60 and 90 minutes and was fully transcribed. Data analysis was conducted using
qualitative thematic analysis with MAXQDA software. To enhance trustworthiness, 20% of the
data were coded independently by two researchers, achieving 85% agreement with Cohen's kappa
coefficient. The analysis process included peer review by researchers in education and technology
fields as well as participant review to evaluate interpretations.

Results

Analysis of the interview data revealed that student-teachers' experiences of interacting with Al-
based curricula could be categorized into eight overarching themes. First, learner agency and self-
regulation included experiences of decision-making autonomy, personal learning path regulation,
and reflection and goal formulation. Student-teachers reported that feeling able to choose activities,
reject system suggestions, set individual goals, and modify learning paths based on feedback
constituted core components of their agency. Second, interaction with Al tools encompassed tool
efficiency and trust, the guiding role of tools in learning, customization and user control options,
and experiences of incompatibility and error. Third, curriculum design and adaptability included
content personalization possibilities, alignment with educational and content objectives,
integration of practical and theoretical activities, and curriculum structure flexibility. Fourth,
assessment and feedback included real-time diagnostic feedback, new assessment methods and
automation, and conversely, concerns about automated assessment validity. Fifth, professional
identity and teacher role encompassed the shift of the teacher's role to facilitator, concerns about
the weakening of teaching skills, and opportunities for professional growth. Sixth, skills and
competencies development included digital skills and Al literacy, enhancement of critical thinking
and analysis, and research and academic writing capabilities. Seventh, equity, access, and diversity
included inequality in access to technology, adaptation to special and local needs, and concerns
about algorithmic bias. Eighth, policies, training, and institutional support comprised institutional
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frameworks and guidelines, empowerment programs and workshops, technical support and
consultation, and policy monitoring, evaluation, and revision.

Discussion

The findings of this study indicate that the Al-based curriculum, while creating new opportunities
for personalized learning and strengthening learner agency, also brings serious challenges at
educational, ethical, and institutional levels. Student-teachers' lived experiences suggest that
learner agency in interaction with Al is relational and dynamic, influenced by factors such as trust
in tools, user control, algorithm transparency, and institutional support. Participants believed that
Al could transform the teacher's role from a "source of knowledge" to an "ethical facilitator," but
this transformation requires redefining teaching practices and empowering student-teachers in Al
literacy and critical thinking. Furthermore, inequality in access to technology and algorithmic bias
are structural barriers that can weaken learner agency, particularly among marginalized groups.
The results of this study have important implications for educational policy-making, intelligent
curriculum design, and teacher education programs. It is recommended that Al-based curricula be
designed with an emphasis on strengthening learner agency, providing clear ethical guidelines,
establishing equitable access infrastructure, and offering practical empowerment workshops for
student-teachers. Future research could explore comparative perspectives across different cultural
contexts or investigate the longitudinal impacts of such programs on teachers' professional
development.
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