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Addressing the Challenges Generative AI Brings to Higher Education: A Policy Analysis on the ‘Russell Group Principles on the Use of Generative AI Tools in Education’

Introduction and the context of the policies on Generative Artificial Intelligence (GAI) in education.

30th November 2022 marked an important date for technological advancement in artificial intelligence - this is the date when OpenAI released ChatGPT, a chatbot which was built on Large Language Modules, and could interact with users in a conversational way and ‘answer followup questions, admit its mistakes, challenge incorrect premises, and reject inappropriate requests’ (OpenAI, 2022). According to Reuters (Hu, 2023), citing a UBS study, ChatGPT became the fastest growing user base for the fact that it surpassed one million user in five days after its launch, and reached 100 million monthly active users in January 2023. 

The unprecedented speed of the sprouting and development of GAI tools following the huge success of ChatGPT has brought excitements to different sectors globally. As UK’s Department for Science, Innovation and Technology (DSIT) highlighted in the Policy on AI regulation, GAI provides ‘substantial opportunities to transform the economy and society’ (DSIT, 2023, para. 21). However, at the same time, as suggested by The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) (2024), the generative nature of the technology brought ‘both huge transformative potential and significant degrees of complexity’ in the UK higher education (HE) sector (p.1). One of such complexities is related to the use of GAI tools in assessments - without guidance and regulations, students could misuse the technology and result in negative impact on the integrity of HE qualifications. Indeed, the generative nature of GAI tools such as ChatGPT and its popularity has soon brought impact on education.

According to Forbes (Johnson, 2023), a number of schools in the U.S. have banned ChatGPT due to concerns over cheating, academic honesty and integrity and its interruption to building critical-thinking and problem-solving skills. The impact that ChatGPT brings was probably bigger in HE. Based on a survey on U.S. college students’ usage of ChatGPT (intelligent.com, 2023), 30% of college students have used ChatGPT on written homework and three out of four students still used it even if they believed that it was cheating. It is worth noting that both of these articles were published in January 2023, just two months after the release of the technology.

UK was no exception when it comes to the way GAI brings impact to education. QAA, Joint Council for Qualifications (JCQ) and Russell Group were amongst the fastest responding institutions and associations to address these challenges. QAA published briefing papers to raise awareness, amongst its members, on GAI tools’ potential risks for academic integrity (QAA, 2023a) and on ways to maintaining quality and standards while embracing opportunities in the ‘ChatGPT era’ (QAA, 2023b). JCQ provided guidance on AI use in assessments for GCSEs, A Levels and vocational qualifications (JCQ, 2023 updated in 2024), and Russell Group set principles on the use of GAI tools in education (mainly for Russell Group universities and its collaborating partners) (Russell Group, 2023). These guidance and policy documents set a foundation for the development of further guidance and policy documents in meso and micro educational settings (see Jisc’s collection of AI guidelines and policies from the HE sector (Barker, 2024)). The UK Department for Education (DfE) also responded quickly to the use of GAI in education, its Policy (first published at the end of March, then was updated in Oct) focused on the use of GAI in pre-HE sector (DfE, 2023). However, the DfE Policy only applies to England, and the Policies for other UK nations remain unavailable as of the completion date of this policy report. This brief overview of policies on GAI in education revealed a lack of overarching Policy and Regulation on the use of GAI in HE, this may also suggest that universities in the UK act more independently compared to the pre-university sector, and is working at different speeds when it comes to embracing the impact GAI brings to education.

To ensure clarity in the type of policies this study refers to, terminologies such as Policy and policy will be used. According to Walker et al. (2023) ‘Big p policies are laws that regulate resources. Little p policies are institutional norms and regulations’. In this study, ‘Policy’ with a capital P will be used as Big p policy, which denotes Policy papers published by the government or regulatory bodies, and ‘policy’ with a lower case p will be used for little p policy, which represents institutional regulations and guidance.

Due to the absence of government Policy on GAI in education on the national level (except for England), and that the HE sector is embracing more impact from GAI, this study will focus on the HE sector. The main policy for analysis in this study is the Russell Group’s principles on the use of GAI tools in education (Russell Group, 2023), which focuses on five aspects: AI-literacy, effective use of GAI tools, ethical use of GAI in teaching and assessment, academic rigour and integrity, and collaboration on best practices. Other policies and sources will also be drawn on to enable understanding on how policies are constructed to set principles and guidelines to harness the opportunities and embrace the challenges that GAI brings, while it is still in rapid and continuous development. This change in education does not only concern key stakeholders such as universities, its staff and students, its consequences will impact on policy makers, regulations bodies, future employers, work force and communities.

This policy report is an initial investigation of Russell Group’s policy on the use of GAI tools in education, due to the word count limitation, only a general level of investigation will be carried out. This study will adopt interpretive framing analysis approach for textual analysis of the policy. According to van Hulst et al. (2024), framing analysis is a prominent interpretive approach in policy studies. It is used, in interpretive studies, to ‘understand and analyze processes of meaning-making and to capture differences between actors in how they construct meaning of and in policy processes or to understand how frames emerge, evolve or become dominant’ (Dewulf and Bouwen 2012, cited in Hulst et al, 2024, p.6). It is worth noting that frames are most often used as definitions of an issue or situation which can make powerful influences on public opinion and policy making, and framing is established on a ‘piece of information, notion or event that is framed in a certain way’ and its relationship with a frame (Van Hulst et al., 2024, p.6).

Russell Group’s principles on the use of GAI tools in education

Cheating and plagiarism in HE is not new, however, the sector was not prepared for the unexpected impact and complexity that GAI tools have contributed to this issue. The generative nature of the tools can produce seemingly plausible pieces of written work that is hard to be detected by plagiarism detection software. Despite the release of better detection tools, they will soon be out dated due to the speed of the development GAI technology (Lee et al., 2024). At early stages of GAI development, universities attempted to ban the use of GAI tools in assessment, according to Intelligent.com (2023), 46% of respondents to their survey said that ChatGPT was banned by their professors and/or their school for homework. Some scholars expressed concerns and criticisms on the technology’s impact on students’ academic integrity (Jensen et al., 2024), some education have mixed feelings when they try to understand the abilities of the tools and how to utilise them (Wong, 2024). While others expressed optimism and excitement over the opportunities to utilise GAI tools to facilitate collaborative working and critical thinking (Ruiz-Rojas, Salvador-Ullauri and Acosta-Vargas, 2024) and independent student learning (Hartley, Hayak and Ko, 2024).

Countries took different attitudes towards GAI tools initially, for example, ChatGPT was banned by Italy on 31 March 2023 (Stariano, 2023) due to concerns over GDPR breach, however, the access to ChatGPT was soon restored on 28th April (McCallum, 2023). The Sunak government in the UK took softer attitudes towards GAI, this was clearly presented in the DSIT Policy on AI regulation: it aims to regulate the use not the technology, and regulation is without statutory measure (DSIT, 2023, para. 6), this make it is clear that GAI tools are here to stay.

Being one of the earliest education association/organisation to announce official statements over its attitudes and strategies on the use of GAI, Russell Group’s policy was developed under the above mentioned circumstances. As the association representing 24 leading universities in the UK, Russell Group’s principles on the use of GAI in education (Russell Group, 2023) projected an important voice and presented a good referencing standard to other universities in the UK on setting their own policies and guidelines on use of GAI in education. It is difficult to tell the causal relationship between Russell Group’s principles and the emerging policies from non-Russell Group universities, however, it would be useful to begin by studying Russell Group’s principles and to understand how it establishes trust amongst its representatives and the general public. For simplicity, the term ‘the policy’ will be use to refer to Russell Group’s ‘principles on the use of generative AI tools in education’.

The study of the text of the policy will be divided into two parts: 1) its constructed content and text; 2) critical reflection on how it is perceived in the media and how the policy and the its themes were presented in the literature. An interpretative framing analysis approach will be used to analyse the language used in the document, as well as on how it contributed to building trust. For the evaluation of this aspect, OECD’s 2021 Framework on Drives of Trust in Public Institutions (Brezzi et al., 2021) will be used (see Table 1 below).

We will first look at the structure of the policy. The policy began with an introduction section, setting out Russell Group universities’ commitment towards ethical and responsible use of GAI and to ensure that their staff and students are being prepared to become leaders in the world increasingly shaped by AI. It then summarised the valuable contribution QAA, JISC and DfE made towards the approaches to AI, and emphasised contributions Russell Group universities have made. Then the five principles follows.

Within the five principles, AI-literacy were given more emphasis, this can clearly be seen in the detailed list of items in section 1.1, which laid out six items to highlight the limitations of GAI tools, as well as its related ethical issues. Other principles (effective use of GAI tools, ethical use of GAI in teaching and assessment, academic rigour and integrity, and collaboration on best practices) were given similar emphasis with three items in each principle (e.g. Principle 2 has three items 2.1, 2.2 and 2.3, and so do Principles 3-5). This neat and consistent layout of the principles demonstrated the policy makers’ careful considerations of the themes of the content, and enables their points are clearly conveyed to their readers.

Next, we will selectively look at the language used in the policy through an interpretive framing analysis approach. With reference to OECD’s 2021 framework, an evaluation on how it builds trust to its readers will be carried out.

In the introduction of the policy, phrase such as the following were used ‘committed to the ethical and responsible use of GAI’ and ‘preparing … to be leaders’; ‘profound impact’, ‘ensure … benefit … develop skills …’, ‘contributed sector-wide … proactively working with experts’ ; ‘collaboration, coordination, and consistency … will be crucial’, ‘collective developed … will guide … beyond’. Base on the framing analysis approach (as introduced earlier), Russell Group established a relationship between the ‘cue’ (in this case, it is the profound impact imposed by GAI, which will affect the ways of teaching, learning, assessing and accessing education) and an implicit ‘frame’ (in this case, it is the definition of GAI). The keywords above and the framing of the language used in the introduction sets a scene that Russell Group universities are anchored as responsible, reliable, reputable and proactive institutions that can steadily navigate through the disturbed landscape GAI has brough to education. These carefully framed key words also projected a sense of leadership on attitudes and strategies to approach the use of AI in HE.

The wording and contents of the five principles also hit the parameters of establishing trust amongst its readers based the OECD 2021 framework. Here are some examples:

Table 1. OECE Framework on Drivers of Trust in Public Institutions, 2021 (Brezzie et al, 2021, p.42)
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Section 1.1 explained the significant limitations and ethical issues related to the use of GAI tools, this is to ensure that all students and staff are clear about their knowledge on the technology, and will be able to apply this knowledge as capabilities in GAI use in the future. This echoes with the first principles which focuses on supporting students and staff to be AI-literature. Another example is in item 2.3 and 4.3, which suggested that a welcoming and open environment for consultation and discussion of GAI use will be established to facilitate better understand of the ethical use of the technology and academic integrity. These examples satisfied the ‘openness’ and ‘responsiveness’ categories within the OECD 2021 framework on drivers of trust (see Table 1 above). Section 2.2 presented a good example of ‘fairness’, it highlighted the importance of different usage of GAI in different academic disciplines, and encouraged considerations for different student groups and those with additional learning needs. Sections 5.1-5.3 focusing on collaboration to share good practices hits the ‘reliability’ category. The introduction and sections 4.1-4.3 focuses on ways to protect and sustain academic rigour and integrity, which satisfies the ‘integrity category’. Due to the limitation of the word count, only a brief discussion is presented above, nevertheless, these examples showed that base on the themes and wording of the policy and the OECD 2021 framework, a certain level of trust within the policy was established.

It was quite interesting to look at how media portrayed the policy after its publication. A rather positive perception of the policy was presented by Tech Monitor (Morrison, 2023), it praised the policy for focusing on responsible use of GAI instead of restricting or banning the use of it. This positive portrayal could have been influenced by the nature of the media flatform, which is focusing on technology, so there could have been a potential bias in their preferences towards a proactive attitudes to embrace GAI that the policy demonstrated. Other media platforms such as Sky News (Sky News, 2023), Independent (Busby, 2023), The Guardian (Weale, 2023) and Quartz (Ngila, 2023) seems to be neutral in their view on the policy, as their reports seemed to be in a more matter-of-fact manner through quoting the policy. These above mentioned media presentations were reasonable, as they were published on the same day as the publication of the policy. However, an alternative opinion was given in an article on Medium (Walton, 2023), which was published three months after the policy. The author discussed the policy in more depth, pointing out missing elements such as environmental sustainability, amongst other issues, and suggested an amended version of the policy afterwards.

There were no article particularly focusing on the policy in the academia, this may be due to the fact that the policy was an institutional level policy which does not facilitate a standalone investigation. However, there are studies on first policy responses related to AI and ethics of HE institutions across the world, which revealed that the top-down requirements (i.e. from institution to instructors) and the bottom-up approach are aligned well, and  common features in the principles which ‘enumerate a set of ethical principles based on fundamental human values’ are evident (Dabis and Csáki, 2024, p.5). A study by Jin et al. (2025) revealed that universities are addressing the challenges of GAI in a proactive way by emphasising aspects such as academic integrity, enhancement and innovation of teaching and learning, and promoting equity in accessing the technology, this suggested that most universities are setting similar institutional guidelines , as the Russell Group, in the use of GAI in HE.

Policy Implementation

Due the fact that the chosen policy is not an official Policy with clear implementation timelines, nor does it bear the same amount of scrutiny as government Policies. However, as an official announcement of the association representing the 24 Russell Group universities, the effectiveness of it implementation, perhaps, is evident through analysing GAI or AI related policies these universities have published.

A useful platform to locate these policies is on the Jisc website, where Barker (2024) listed UK university GAI related policies that were shared with them by various HE institutions. The article categorised the collected polices into three categories: ‘For staff’; ‘For students’ and ‘For staff and students’. This collection of policies are from Russell Group and non-Russel Group universities. To enable the analysis of the implementation of the policy, three Russell Group universities’ GAI policies will be randomly picked.

The analysis of the policy implementation will be divided into the following sections: 1. Evaluate whether the chosen universities’ GAI policy resonate with the Russell Group policy; 2. Assess the outcome and impact of the policy; 3 Identify possible challenges embed in the chosen policies.

In University Sheffield’s GAI policy (University of Sheffield, 2024), four out of five principles of the Russell Group policy (except for principle 2 ‘staff should be equipped to support students to use GAI tools effectively and appropriately’) have been included, where ‘a positive approach to AI’ and ‘the limitations of AI tools’ were highlighted, these sections provide this same function as the policy’s first principle: ‘universities will support students and staff to become AI-literature’. The University College of London provided a more comprehensive site focusing on AI-literacy, ethics and sustainability of GAI, academic integrity in assessments and GAI in work and study (UCL, n.d.). Imperial College has two separate website for GAI policy which is student and staff facing respectively, the one that is staff facing contains a lot more information on teaching toolkit for GAI, and case studies and ethics, however, both provided sufficient evidence that the university focuses on AI-literacy and academic integrity. Base on the above overview of the GAI policy in the three chosen Russell Group universities that there is a level of consistency on the emphasis of AI-literacy, academic integrity and ethics. Staff support to students and collaboration, in comparison, is less evident for some of these universities’ GAI policy websites, however, this may be due to that some of these guidelines are embedded in internal training courses, which is beyond the scope of exploration within this study.

In More and Lookadoo’s investigation GAI policy development in HE (2024), they highlighted that there was a lack of GAI policies or the policies projected negative sentiment towards AI’s impact on education, and some of the available policies lack the address of issues of academic integrity, privacy, and equitable access, which they consider as valuable issues to address. Considering that this paper was published in the first half of 2024, it was written much earlier. This means that with the rapid development of GAI and the quick responses of some HE institutions, this research is no longer as relevant. This study, nevertheless, provided a good reference on the desirable HE GAI policy, and through the discussions in the above sections, the Russell Group principles provided a good starting point which allow universities to draw references on when it comes to their own GAI policy writing, especially amongst the Russell Group universities.

However, challenges remain in the level willingness and preparedness of staff when embracing GAI technology, with the different levels of readiness of staff, their support to students will be uneven. This is also reflected in the available GAI policies drafted by some universities, where some of the issues that More and Lookadoo (2024) mentioned, still exited. It seems at in the short to medium run, bridging the gap between the willingness usage of GAI amongst students and staff within a university can be a challenge, this gap may extend to universities, those who lagged behind in good GAI policy development may not be as prepared to harness the opportunities GAI brings to education. Additionally, scholars such as Jin et al. (2025) suggested that when concerning data privacy and equitable access to GAI tools, gaps still remain.



Recommendations and conclusion

Base on the above discussions, it can be seen that there is evidence that advice, guidance and policies on the use GAI in education was available at early stages of the rise of GAI, however, there is still a lack of Policies and statutory measure in the utilisation of the opportunities and strategies to address the changes that GAI brings to higher education. Universities respond at different speed and degrees in the adaptation to the unavoidable transformation GAI brings to HE.

It seems plausible to believe that GAI is here to stay and will profoundly impact on the way we learn, teach, research and live our lives. It then seem to be logical to claim that those who embrace and adapt quickly to the change will benefit more, those who lags behind will suffer. This will be a concern for HE institutions, as the level of preparedness and willingness, as well as strategic priorities may exacerbate the expansion of the gap between those who are AI-literate and those who are less so. Government and local authorities might need to establish Policies and guidelines soon to regulate the uneven speed of development within the HE sector, if the world is soon becoming GAI-enabled given the speed of its development.
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