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Abstract 
This action research study explores the integration of artificial 

intelligence (AI) tools in Urdu, a Less Commonly Taught 

Language, to build proficiency in listening, speaking, reading, 

and writing.  Conducted in Year 1 and Year 2 Urdu courses at 

a U.S. university, the study implemented five AI-supported 

classroom activities.  Data from student work, classroom 

observations, and teacher reflections were thematically 

analyzed to identify patterns in learner engagement, 

communicative growth, and motivation. 

Findings indicate that AI supported differentiated 

practice, simulated authentic communicative contexts, and 

provided timely feedback, leading to stronger retention of 

vocabulary and syntax. Challenges included occasional 

inaccuracies, limited cultural nuance, and instances where AI 

produced language beyond learners’ proficiency levels. The 
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study demonstrates that with clear pedagogical goals and 

teacher oversight, AI can supplement Urdu instruction and 

address gaps related to the underrepresentation of LCTLs, 

limited focus on reading and listening skills, and the shortage 

of classroom-based qualitative research. 

 

 
Keywords: Artificial Intelligence (AI); Urdu language 
teaching; Less Commonly Taught Languages (LCTLs);  
action research; multimodal learning; teacher role; AI-assisted 
language learning; qualitative research 
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Introduction 
Urdu is among the most widely spoken languages in the 

world, used as a first or second language by over 250 million 

people. When considered alongside Hindi, its mutually 

intelligible counterpart, the global speaker population rises to 

approximately 843 million, making Hindi-Urdu or 

Hindustani, one of the most significant language groups 

worldwide (Eberhard, Simons, & Fennig, 2024; World 

Population Review, 2025). Urdu functions not only as a 

national language in Pakistan and an officially recognized 

language in several Indian states, but also as a heritage and 

diasporic language across the United States, the United 

Kingdom, the Middle East, and many other parts of the 

world. Despite this expansive global presence, Urdu is still 

categorized as a Less Commonly Taught Language (LCTL) in 

the United States, where institutional offerings are limited, 

enrollments remain small, and faculty resources are scarce 

(CARLA, 2014). 
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This gap between Urdu’s global importance and its 

limited academic status is also evident in areas such as 

Information Retrieval (IR). Despite being spoken by millions, 

Urdu continues to be treated as a low-resource language. The 

first large-scale Urdu IR dataset was created by translating the 

Microsoft Machine Reading Comprehension (MS MARCO) 

dataset through machine translation rather than developing 

original Urdu corpora, highlighting how Urdu’s role in global 

AI research remains dependent on adaptation rather than 

direct representation (Butt, Varanasi, & Neumann, 2024). 

The contrast between Urdu’s vast global presence and 

its limited representation in both pedagogy and technology 

underscores the urgent need for innovative and sustainable 

approaches to its teaching and learning in the 21st century. 

Since the public release of large language models (LLMs) 

such as ChatGPT in late 2022, AI integration has been 

observed in classrooms for writing support, conversational 

practice, automated assessment, and differentiated 
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instruction. These tools hold significant promises for 

transforming how languages are taught and learned; however, 

significant gaps in their integration and research remain. 

​
Gap 1: Geographic and Linguistic Biases 
A major gap in the field is the limited research on Less 

Commonly Taught Languages (LCTLs), which remain both 

under-resourced and under-studied. Programs offering 

LCTLs are typically small, staffed by fewer faculty members 

carrying heavy teaching loads, leaving them with limited time 

and institutional support for research. LCTLs also face 

distinct technological challenges. Teachers are often not 

trained in the latest tools, may avoid technology because they 

rely on older curricula with little room for digital integration, 

and are further constrained by the fact that many platforms 

do not support these languages. As Winke and Koné (2025) 

note, LCTLs are disproportionately offered online through 

cross-institutional course sharing and often depend on fully 

digital textbooks. Moreover, their unique linguistic and 
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cultural features, along with their structural distance from 

widely studied languages such as English, make it difficult to 

generalize research findings from more commonly taught 

languages. 

This neglect is further evident in publication trends. A 

review of empirical articles published in four special issues of 

Language Learning & Technology, along with other issues from 

the past three years, shows that research continues to be 

overwhelmingly centered on English (Winke & Koné, 2025). 

Of the 103 empirical studies published during this period, 71 

examined English, while only 30 focused on non-English 

languages. Among these, the majority (19) addressed a limited 

set of widely taught languages, including Spanish, Mandarin 

Chinese, Dutch, Arabic, Austrian Sign Language, French, 

German, Japanese, Korean, and Latvian. There is a striking 

absence of research on technology-enhanced learning for 

underrepresented languages from sub-Saharan Africa, South 

or West Asia, including Urdu (Winke & Koné, 2025). 
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Gap 2: Skill Imbalance and Methodological Limitations 
While research on AI in language education has grown 

rapidly, its scope remains uneven. Zhu and Wang’s (2025) 

systematic review of 125 studies shows that AI applications 

have been disproportionately emphasizing writing and 

speaking, particularly through Automated Writing Evaluation 

(AWE) and conversational bots, while receptive skills such as 

reading and listening remain underexplored. Integrated and 

multimodal skill development, despite the new affordances of 

generative AI, has also received little empirical attention. This 

imbalance is especially significant for languages like Urdu, 

where receptive and productive skills must be taught in 

tandem to capture the socio-cultural and contextual richness 

of the language.  

Equally important are the methodological limitations 

of the current body of research. Most studies are short-term, 

quantitative, or mixed methods, offering useful but narrow 

insights into cognitive outcomes. There is a marked scarcity 

of qualitative, ethnographic, or longitudinal studies that can 
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illuminate how learners experience AI in authentic, culturally 

embedded contexts.  

As Zhu and Wang’s (2025) review notes, studies by Ji 

et al. (2023) and Liang et al. (2023) also highlight the lack of 

empirical evidence detailing strategies for teacher–AI 

collaboration., while Zhu and Wang (2025) themselves call for 

more qualitative work that explores the socio-cultural and 

affective dimensions of AI-assisted learning. Addressing this 

gap is particularly urgent for LCTLs such as Urdu, where 

identity, community engagement, and cultural nuance are 

central to the learning process but remain largely absent from 

current research paradigms. 

​
Gap 3: Bibliometric Concentration and Citation 
Networks 
A third gap emerges from bibliometric and citation analyses 

which show that a relatively small set of countries and 

journals play a particularly influential role in shaping the 

global discourse on AI and language education. Citation 

analysis, a widely recognized method for identifying 
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influential publications, indicates that journals like Computers 

& Education, Computer Assisted Language Learning, and Education 

and Information Technologies are especially central, with the 

United States, China, and Taiwan contributing a significant 

share of publication volume and citation activity (Doğan & 

Talan, 2025). This bibliometric imbalance mirrors the 

geographic and linguistic gaps identified earlier. As a result, 

Urdu remains absent not only from empirical research but 

also from the scholarly networks that determine which 

studies are most visible, cited, and ultimately influential in 

shaping future directions of AI in education.   

Taken together, these gaps highlight the urgent need 

for research that is practical, inclusive, and focused on all four 

language skills in Less Commonly Taught Languages 

(LCTLs).  Although recent studies suggest an increasing 

integration of technology into minority and less commonly 

taught languages (Goodwin-Jones, 2024), Urdu remains 

almost entirely absent from this scholarship. This absence is 
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compounded by broader geographic and linguistic biases in 

AI and language education research. As Zhu & Wang’s (2025) 

systematic review demonstrates, most research is 

concentrated in East Asia, particularly China and South 

Korea, and in North America, while South Asia, Africa, and 

the Middle East remain largely underrepresented. In addition, 

English dominates as the language of study, leaving LCTLs 

such as Urdu marginalized in the global discourse on AI and 

language pedagogy. 

  To address these limitations, more classroom-based 

research is needed that shows how AI can be applied in 

underrepresented contexts and offers clear, practical 

examples for teachers to follow. Such work would ensure that 

Urdu is included in wider conversations about inclusivity, 

representation, and the future of 21st-century language 

teaching. 
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Research Questions​
This study is guided by the following research questions:​
 

1.​ How can artificial intelligence (AI) tools be integrated 

into the teaching of Urdu, a less commonly taught 

language (LCTL), to support language learning in 

higher education? 

2.​ What kinds of classroom-based AI activities are most 

effective in fostering communicative competence and 

literacy development among Urdu learners? 

3.​ In what ways does the integration of AI in an Urdu 

classroom address the broader gaps in AI-assisted 

language education, including the underrepresentation 

of LCTLs, the limited focus on reading and listening, 

and the need for more qualitative, classroom-based 

studies? 
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Methodology 

Research Design 
This study employed a qualitative, classroom-based action 

research design to investigate how AI tools can be 

integrated into the teaching of Urdu, a less commonly taught 

language (LCTL), in higher education. Action research was 

chosen because it allows teachers to design, implement, and 

reflect on classroom interventions in real time, thereby 

generating insights that are both practical and research 

informed. The study emphasizes classroom-based practices to 

address the broader research gaps identified in AI and LCTL 

scholarship, particularly the lack of context-specific, 

qualitative investigations. 

​
Research Context and Participants 
This study took place in Year 1 and Year 2 Urdu courses at a 

U.S. university, with both undergraduate and graduate HLL 

and FLL students ranging from novice-mid to 

intermediate-high on ACTFL proficiency guidelines. As Urdu 

is classified as a Less Commonly Taught Language (LCTL) in 
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the U.S., these classrooms reflected common LCTL 

challenges like small enrollments, while also creating space for 

innovative, flexible teaching approaches and AI integration. 

​
Data Sources 
Data for this study were drawn from two primary sources. 

First source was student work samples from each classroom 

activity, which provided direct evidence of learner 

engagement and language use. Second source was teacher 

reflections which documented classroom dynamics, student 

responses, and the evolving role of AI in supporting Urdu 

instruction. Taken together, these data provide a holistic 

picture of how AI was integrated into classroom practice and 

how it influenced student learning across the four language 

skills. 
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AI-Integrated Classroom Activities 
Five AI-based activities were designed and implemented to 

explore how technology could support Urdu language 

learning: 

Activity 1: Written Role Play with ChatGPT 
In the third quarter of Year 1 Urdu, students engaged in 

interpersonal writing through a role play in which ChatGPT 

acted as an immigration officer at Karachi airport and 

learners played first-time visitors to Pakistan. ChatGPT was 

instructed to ask five questions in Urdu, one at a time, 

requiring students to respond in writing before the next 

question appeared. This created an authentic scenario where 

students had to read and write in real time, practicing 

vocabulary, sentence structures, and conversational patterns 

in a safe, low-pressure environment. 

​
Outcomes 
The written role play activity provided novice-level Urdu 

students with an authentic, interactive context to practice 

interpersonal writing in real time within a low-pressure, 
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text-based environment.  It also revealed AI’s limitations: in 

the first year, ChatGPT occasionally produced incorrect 

vocabulary, flawed syntax, or did not understand cultural 

nuance. During transcript reviews, students, guided by the 

instructor, were able to spot these issues, turning the exercise 

into a collective error-analysis activity that reinforced 

awareness of form and meaning.  By the second year, 

however, specifying learner proficiency and better training of 

LLM, led to noticeable improvements in ChatGPT’s 

responses, which became more culturally appropriate, and 

level aligned. With fewer errors, students were able to focus 

more on fluency and clarity of expression, while still 

benefiting from occasional opportunities to analyze and 

correct AI output. Overall, the activity showed both the 

promise and the steadily improving reliability of AI in 

supporting Urdu language learning in an LCTL classroom. 
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Activity 2: Guess the Prompt 
This activity was implemented with two different cohorts of 

Year 1 novice-level Urdu students, in 2023 and 2024. The aim 

in both cases was to take a traditional presentational task, 

describing a room or a person, and make it AI-augmented 

through interactive image generation and peer guessing. 

2023 Cohort: Describing a Room 
In the 2023-2024 cohort, students had recently learned 

vocabulary related to rooms in a house, numbers, colors, and 

postpositions. Rather than simply presenting a room from 

their house to classmates, they wrote or spoke (depending on 

ability) a few sentences describing their favorite room. These 

sentences were then entered into ChatGPT, which generated 

an image of the room. Students compared the AI-generated 

image with their original description, noticing where the AI 

followed directions correctly and where errors appeared. 

Students’ misuse of postpositions, for example, often showed 

up clearly in the image, giving students instant feedback. To 

complete the activity, each student showed their image to a 
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peer, who then tried to guess the original prompt in Urdu by 

forming simple sentences. 

2024 Cohort: Describing People 
In the 2024-2025 cohort, the same activity structure was 

adapted for a new theme. Instead of describing a room, they 

wrote short sentences describing people doing an action. 

These sentences were entered into ChatGPT, which 

generated images based on their descriptions. Students 

compared the images with their intended prompts, noticing 

where the AI captured their meaning accurately and where 

mistakes revealed gaps in syntax or vocabulary use. Students 

then shared the images with their peers, who attempted to 

reconstruct the original prompts. As in describing a room 

activity, errors in syntax or vocabulary often showed up 

clearly in the images, providing a natural opportunity for 

correction. 
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Outcomes 
Across both Year 1 groups, the activity proved highly 

engaging and effective. Students practiced new vocabulary 

and sentence structures in meaningful, real-world contexts, 

and the peer-guessing component turned the task into a 

collaborative game, motivating students to use Urdu actively. 

One clear difference was observed between the two 

versions of the activity. When students described rooms, AI 

often made mistakes with numbers or colors, which students 

quickly identified. This process of spotting AI’s inaccuracies 

reinforced the students’ vocabulary. By contrast, when 

describing people, the AI produced more accurate images 

with fewer errors. However, the images of people revealed 

cultural biases, as men were sometimes depicted with beards 

and women with headscarves, and little girls in traditional 

Pakistani clothes with a scarf. In both cases, comparing 

prompts with AI outputs turned the activity into a form of 

error correction that deepened students’ awareness of 

language use. Students reported that the activity helped them 
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retain vocabulary and sentence patterns more effectively, 

while also giving them a sense of purpose in using Urdu. The 

novelty of AI boosted motivation, but the main value lay in 

repeated, contextualized practice that felt meaningful and 

interactive. 

Activity 3: Comparing Student and AI Translations 
This activity was conducted in two stages with intermediate 

students. In the first stage, students translated a set of English 

sentences into Urdu. They then submitted their translations 

to ChatGPT for correction, which allowed them to see 

exactly where they had made errors and how their sentences 

could be improved. In the second stage, students gave 

ChatGPT the same English sentences and asked it to 

generate independent Urdu translations. This provided them 

with two sets of responses: their corrected sentences 

alongside the AI’s own translations. By comparing these 

versions, students were able to identify mistakes, analyze 

alternative ways of phrasing, and reflect on the variety of 

possible expressions in Urdu. 
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Outcomes 
The activity proved especially helpful for students to 

recognize their individual errors and to observe how 

sentences could be written in different, often more natural 

ways. The side-by-side comparison not only reinforced 

grammatical accuracy but also broadened their sense of 

stylistic and lexical choice in Urdu.  

​
Activity 4: Story Rewriting and Podcast Creation 
Over three class sessions, Year 2 students completed a 

scaffolded activity that integrated reading, writing, and 

listening. The process began with students reading an adapted 

version of a story from Alif Laila (One Thousand and One 

Nights) and annotating it in Canvas, each taking on a role such 

as summarizer, character analyst, language detective, or theme 

spotter.  

Building on these annotations and classroom discussions of 

the story, students then rewrote the story from the 

perspective of a character of their choice. The instructor 

made changes to some of the details in these rewritten 
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versions and converted them into audio podcasts using 

NotebookLM for heritage learners, and into a simple audio 

using ElevenLab for foreign language learners.  

Students read a peer’s rewritten story, then listened to its 

corresponding audio to identify differences, practicing 

comprehension and listening for detail. 

Outcomes 
This activity deepened comprehension by requiring students 

to compare two versions of the same story. Students often 

replayed the podcast or audio multiple times, revealing their 

developing listening proficiency. The longer, more advanced 

NotebookLM podcast worked well for heritage learners, 

while the shorter ElevenLabs audio was more accessible to 

intermediate-level learners, demonstrating the need for 

differentiated AI use. 

At the same time, technical issues emerged. Both 

NotebookLM and Eleven Lab occasionally mispronounced 

words, requiring the instructor to step in for clarification.  
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Another challenge was that, without careful customization, 

NotebookLM sometimes introduced more advanced sentence 

structures and vocabulary than students could reasonably 

handle at the intermediate level. To address this, the 

instructor had to provide explicit instructions to 

NotebookLM to keep the vocabulary level aligned with the 

original student texts and keep the podcasts short, but the 

issues persisted. 

Overall, the activity highlighted both the promise and 

the challenges of integrating AI into listening-focused tasks. 

On the one hand, it provided an authentic, multimodal 

experience that combined reading, writing, and listening in 

meaningful ways. On the other hand, it underscored the need 

for teachers to be trained in customizing AI tools so that the 

generated outputs are pedagogically appropriate for learners. 
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Activity 5: Creating Poems from Prose with AI 
In the Year 2 intermediate-level Urdu class consisting of 

graduate students, an AI-augmented reading activity was 

designed to deepen comprehension and foster creativity. The 

task began with a close reading of a simple Urdu poem “Jab 

Do” (When you give).  Each student rewrote the poem in 

prose, focusing on capturing its core ideas in simple narrative 

form. This prose version was then uploaded into ChatGPT 

with the prompt: “Create a poem from this prose. Use only the words 

in this text.” ChatGPT generated new poems based directly on 

the students’ rewritten texts. 

The next step required students to critically compare 

the AI-generated poem with both their prose and the original 

poem. They examined what ideas and vocabulary carried 

over, and where the AI shifted tone, imagery, or structure. 

This comparison prompted rich discussion on how meaning 

changes across genres and formats, as well as how AI 

processes and reshapes human input. 
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Outcomes 
The outcomes highlighted several pedagogical benefits. 

Students reread and reengaged with the original poem 

multiple times, strengthening comprehension and reinforcing 

vocabulary. They also became more attentive to how word 

choice, syntax, and imagery function differently in prose 

versus poetry. The reflective comparison sharpened their 

analytical skills and fostered critical engagement with both the 

text and the AI output. Importantly, the activity showed how 

AI can be used not only for writing support but also as a tool 

to scaffold reading and interpretation in Urdu, a less 

commonly taught language that is largely absent from existing 

AI-assisted language learning research. 

​
Teacher’s Role 
Throughout the activities, the teacher’s role was central in 

guiding how AI was used and understood. Careful scaffolding 

of each task ensured that students could engage with AI at 

their proficiency level while still being challenged to extend 

their skills. By adapting prompts and addressing AI errors as 
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teachable moments, the teacher turned limitations into 

opportunities for deeper learning and helped students build 

confidence in using Urdu across all four skills. 

​
Data Analysis 
As an action research project, analysis was conducted 

thematically across student work samples, classroom 

observations, and teacher reflections. The goal was to trace 

how AI-supported activities engaged the four skills (listening, 

speaking, reading, writing), influenced communicative 

growth, and shaped learner motivation. Comparing outcomes 

across activities revealed recurring benefits, such as higher 

engagement and contextualized practice, alongside challenges 

like AI errors, cultural nuance gaps, and occasional 

mismatches in proficiency level. This iterative approach kept 

the analysis grounded in classroom realities while 

contributing to broader discussions of AI in Less Commonly 

Taught Languages (LCTLs). 
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Conclusion and Limitations 
This study examined the integration of artificial intelligence 

(AI) in Urdu language education, situating it within the 

broader global research on AI-assisted language learning. By 

drawing on classroom-based activities from Year 1 and Year 2 

Urdu instruction, the study demonstrates both the potential 

and the practical realities of implementing AI in a Less 

Commonly Taught Language (LCTL) context. These 

examples show that AI can address long-standing challenges 

in Urdu pedagogy, including limited access to authentic 

resources, small class sizes, and the need for differentiated 

instruction. Activities such as written role play, image-based 

“Guess the Prompt,” and poetry generation illustrate how AI 

can support all four skills while providing students with 

immediate feedback and engaging, low-stakes opportunities 

for practice. 

At the same time, the findings highlight challenges 

that echo broader concerns in the literature. AI occasionally 

produced syntactic errors, cultural misrepresentations, or 
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inaccurate visual outputs, requiring teacher oversight and 

classroom-based error correction. For Urdu and other 

LCTLs, it is not sufficient to import AI applications designed 

primarily for English; instead, pedagogical frameworks and 

teacher training must be adapted to account for local 

linguistic, cultural, and educational contexts. The results 

reinforce that successful AI integration depends not on 

technology alone but on thoughtful instructional design and 

sustained teacher mediation. 

This research is not without limitations. The study 

was exploratory in nature, as it marked the first formal 

integration of AI into Urdu teaching. The small number of 

participants, six students in Year 1 and four in Year 2, limits 

generalizability, and the findings are based primarily on 

immediate classroom observations rather than long-term 

data. Future research with larger cohorts, longitudinal 

tracking, and cross-institutional collaboration will be essential 

to deepen understanding of AI’s role in LCTL education. 
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In sum, the study suggests that AI, when applied 

critically and with clear pedagogical goals, can enhance 

learner engagement, build proficiency, and diversify 

instruction in Urdu classrooms. At the same time, it calls for 

ongoing teacher training, curricular alignment, and qualitative 

research that can capture the socio-cultural dimensions of AI 

in practice. Addressing these needs will ensure that the 

benefits of AI in language education are extended equitably to 

Urdu and other underrepresented languages. 
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Appendix A: Classroom Examples of the five activities 

                                                                                                                         
 

 

 

 

JNCOLCTL​ VOL 40 



32​ Kureishy 

 

 

Example1. First written role with ChatGPT, May 2024 – ChatGPT 
errors are highlighted 
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Example 2.  Second written role play with ChatGPT, April 2025 – 
No errors by ChatGPT 
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Example 3. 
 
Original prompt: Two children are playing cricket. One does 

not have glasses, hair are brown and he is tall. The second has 

long hair and is very happy, (The pronoun “vo” is not gender 

specific). Both are wearing blue shirt.  

Peer’s guess: Make an image of a girl and a boy. The boy is 

light skinned, and girl is brown. The girl is with and in front 

of the boy. They are happy. Their shirt and shoes are blue.  
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Example 4. 
 
Original prompt: Make an image of a ten-year-old boy. He 

is Pakistani. His hair is black and short. His father and mother 

are behind him. He wears glasses and t-shirt. He is a little 

chubby.  

Peer’s guess:  A boy with glasses, his hair is short. His 

parents are standing behind him. All three are fair skinned.  
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Example 5. 
 
Original prompt: A small/young Pakistani girl is reading a 

book. Her shirt is yellow. She is on the bed with a cat and a 

dog. The cat is black and the dog is white. Her hair is black 

and eyes are brown.  

Peer’s guess: A girl is sitting on the bed. Her hair is long and 

short. On the bed there is a white dog and a black cat too. 

Girl reads a book. Her clothes are orange.  
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Example 6. The image generated does not have 10 lights, 10 chairs, and 
4 windows as prompted.  

 

 

Example 7. Student errors in red, AI corrections in green. 
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Example 8. Student-written story with some changes (in red).  
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Example 9. AI creating poems from student-written prose.  
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Original Poem  Student’s prose from the 
poem 

AI Poem from student’s 
prose  

The original poem calls for 
giving of oneself 
completely, body, mind, and 
spirit. It emphasizes 
opening the heart and 
sharing sincerely, offering 
comfort to companions, 
and supporting those in 
need. True giving, it 
suggests, also means 
responding to envy with 
knowledge, promoting 
peace instead of conflict, 
rejecting falsehood, and 
standing firmly against 
oppression. In short, when 
you give, give with integrity, 
compassion, and courage.  
 

True giving means thinking 
beyond yourself and 
offering your time, energy, 
and an open heart to others. 
It is about standing with 
people in their struggles, 
giving comfort, and lending 
strength where it is most 
needed. Giving can take 
many forms; knowledge, 
kindness, patience, or 
support, and it must be 
offered with sincerity, not 
for recognition or pride. 
The highest form of giving 
is selfless, done purely for 
the well-being of others. 

We have to give support to 
broken hearts. Even if we 
have everything, sacrifice 
must be given. To give 
knowledge to a world filled 
with ignorance. Here, we 
have to distribute peace and 
tranquility. End lies and 
oppression with kindness. 
The truth is to give healing 
like Jesus. For hearts that 
are burdened, one should 
become a seaport. To 
secretly give the fragrance 
of dedication. You have to 
give each moment your 
whole.  Heart, body, hands 
shared.   
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