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Abstract. This paper investigates the attitudes of higher vocational college stu-

dents in China towards artificial intelligence (AI). Through a semi-structured in-

terview approach, 20 students from diverse majors were interviewed to delve into 

their understanding and attitudes (both positive and negative) towards AI. The 

study finds that students’ comprehension of AI is closely tied to their academic 

majors, with AI majors possessing a comprehensive knowledge of AI technolo-

gies, concepts, and applications. In contrast, non-AI majors exhibit a relatively 

limited understanding. Despite this disparity, higher vocational college students 

generally hold a positive attitude toward AI, recognising its ability to enhance 

convenience in daily life, improve efficiency in learning and work, and create 

new employment opportunities. However, some higher vocational college stu-

dents also express uncertainty and concerns about AI’s impact on their career 

development. This research provides valuable insights for higher vocational col-

leges to adjust their educational policies and enhance students’ AI literacy in the 

AI era. 
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1 Introduction 

Over recent years, Artificial intelligence (AI) has evolved considerably, becoming a 

pivotal force in the 21st century. Its integration across sectors such as healthcare, fi-

nance, manufacturing, transportation, and education has markedly enhanced productiv-

ity, efficiency and accuracy [1]. Concurrently, AI’s rapid proliferation has significantly 

reshaped the job market, highlighting the importance of upskilling and reskilling, 

amidst rising concerns of job displacement [2].  

As China prepares to integrate new college graduates into its workforce - 11.58 mil-

lion in 2023 [3] - understanding the AI-driven employment landscape becomes crucial, 

especially for students from higher vocational colleges. Studies indicate a trend where 

advanced AI technology favours the hiring of graduates with bachelor's degrees or 

higher, potentially marginalising higher vocational college students [4].  
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Higher vocational education, tailored for specific job roles, emphasises practical
skills and industries and alignment with enterprises [5; 6]. In the AI era, higher voca-
tional colleges should adapt curricula to foster AI literacy and broaden career prospects
for students considering their employment paths [7]. In order to help students adapt to
this new technology, some higher vocational colleges have begun to provide students
with AI-related learning resources. However, it is unclear whether the approach of these
higher vocational colleges is likely to help students; another uncertainty surrounds the
attitude these students will have toward the learning resources provided by higher vo-
cational colleges for AI. This is pivotal, as attitudes towards AI significantly influence
its acceptance and integration [8]. Understanding students’ attitudes toward AI is es-
sential for aligning higher vocational education with AI advancements [9].

Despite these dynamics, the attitudes of higher vocational students toward AI remain
understudied. With the ongoing dramatic changes in the job market that artificial intel-
ligence is generating, it is necessary for us to conduct a deeper analysis and thoughtful
elaboration of the opportunities, risks and issues that this phenomenon brings to stu-
dents in higher vocational colleges. Therefore, this paper addresses this gap by explor-
ing the attitudes of higher vocational college students towards AI in China, elucidating
the implications for education policy and workforce integration in an AI-centric era.

The research question is: what are the attitudes of Chinese higher vocational college
students toward artificial intelligence? Additionally, there are three research directions:

1. Students’ understanding of AI: This dimension examines the level of knowledge and
awareness that students have about AI, including their familiarity with AI technolo-
gies, concepts, and applications.

2. Students’ positive attitudes toward AI: This dimension explores the optimistic per-
spectives that students hold regarding AI, involving their perceptions of the benefits
and opportunities that AI presents.

3. Students’ negative attitudes toward AI: This dimension addresses the concerns,
fears, and scepticism students may have about AI.

2 Literature Review

Studies have delved into university students’ attitudes toward AI and its potential im-
pact on their future careers [9; 10]. These studies reveal a dichotomous attitude among
students towards AI. On the one hand, students recognise AI’s convenience in daily life
and its promising future prospects [11], for instance, university students from nine den-
tal universities in Turkey indicated a general lack of in-depth knowledge about AI
among students, yet a willingness to learn more and an optimistic outlook on its poten-
tial to positively influence their future dental careers. Similarly, Mousavi et al. (2023)
conducted a systematic review of 38 studies involving healthcare college students, not-
ing predominantly positive attitudes toward AI’s role in clinical professions and its fu-
ture utility [12].

Conversely, apprehension arises when considering AI’s impact on personal profes-
sional development and career trajectories. Sit et al. (2020) explored this through a sur-
vey at 19 UK medical schools; they found substantial apprehension among medical
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students regarding the use of AI in future practice [13]. Furthermore, nearly half of
these university students expressed uncertainty about pursuing careers in their current
fields of study due to the influence of AI. Another systematic review by Mousavi et al.
(2023) highlighted that 24% of students perceive AI as a potential threat to the medical
field, fostering a negative attitude towards it [12]. These findings underscore the mixed
emotions AI evokes in students, ranging from optimism to concern and uncertainty.

Moreover, the current cohort of college students, predominantly from Generation Z
(born in the late 1990s to early 2000s), exhibit unique characteristics in this context
[10]. Known for their tech-savviness and open-mindedness, this generation has intro-
duced novel behaviours and new ideas to the workplace. As they continue to transition
into adulthood and the workforce during the Fourth Industrial Revolution, their inter-
action with AI, a key emerging technology, is poised to have profound and varied im-
pacts [14]. This demographic is particularly significant as they represent the new wave
of professionals in an AI-integrated world.

Nevertheless, some studies reveal a superficial understanding of AI among college
students, with limited opportunities for AI training in the classroom at universities [9;
14; 15]. Additionally, some university teachers possess minimal AI knowledge and,
consequently, face challenges in integrating AI-related skills into their teaching practice
[16]. In fact, the attitude of college students towards the application of AI and the im-
pact of this technology on the employment of college students should be paid attention
to, especially those in higher vocational colleges.

Higher vocational education differs fundamentally from general higher education,
due to its training goals, curriculum design, student demographics, and vocational ori-
entation [5]. These institutions primarily recruit students interested in acquiring specific
vocational skills. This kind of college mainly trains technical and vocational skills to
fulfil the needs of the social market so that students can directly enter the workplace
after graduation [6]. In terms of curriculum setting, higher vocational colleges focus
more on practical applications, including technical training, practical operation and pro-
fessional literacy courses, emphasising their connection with industry [5]. This ap-
proach blends academic and practice-based skills, preparing students for real workforce
entry [17].

However, the swift advancement of technologies like AI poses new challenges. The
automation of tasks in various fields can occur abruptly, potentially rendering certain
job-specific skills obsolete [4]. Students from higher vocational colleges, whose curric-
ula are heavily specialised, may struggle to adapt to this rapidly evolving technological
landscape, facing employment difficulties as a result. Consequently, the job market de-
mands increasingly higher levels of versatility and skill diversity from higher voca-
tional college graduates [18]. This scenario places heightened employment pressures
and job challenges on vocational college students compared to their counterparts from
general colleges or universities.

Despite the profound implications of AI for the job market, existing research pre-
dominantly focuses on students from general higher education, with the attitudes of
higher vocational college students often overlooked. This study, therefore, seeks to
bridge the research gap by investigating higher vocational college students’ attitudes
towards AI.
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3 Methodology

3.1 Context

This study is conducted to gain insights into the attitudes of students from a higher
vocational college in China towards AI; this is important because China is rapidly
emerging in the development and application of AI technologies, significantly impact-
ing the future labour market and educational systems. The uniqueness of higher voca-
tional colleges lies in their close alignment with industry needs, emphasising practical
abilities and skill development to swiftly adapt to the unpredictable job market. Partic-
ularly in China, higher vocational colleges not only emphasise the learning of theoret-
ical knowledge but also place a greater focus on the cultivation of practical skills and
opportunities for enterprise internships, ensuring students can directly contribute to the
industry upon graduation, especially in high-tech fields like AI. The chosen institution
for this study is located in Guangdong Province, a forefront of economic and techno-
logical advancement in China. The college is renowned for its specialised education in
information and communication technologies, providing an ideal case for this study.

3.2 Participants

Table 1. Interviewees’ demographic information.

Interviewees Gender Age Major
Student 1 (S1) male 22 Financial services and management
Student 2 (S2) female 22 Financial services and management
Student 3 (S3) male 21 Financial services and management
Student 4 (S4) female 23 Business administration
Student 5 (S5) male 21 Business administration
Student 6 (S6) female 22 Marketing
Student 7 (S7) female 21 Marketing
Student 8 (S8) female 20 Mobile commerce
Student 9 (S9) male 21 Mobile commerce
Student 10 (S10) female 23 Modern logistics management
Student 11 (S11) male 23 Modern communication technology
Student 12 (S12) male 22 Modern communication technology
Student 13 (S13) male 23 Modern communication technology
Student 14 (S14) female 22 Software technology
Student 15 (S15) female 22 Software technology
Student 16 (S16) male 22 AI technology application
Student 17 (S17) male 21 AI technology application
Student 18 (S18) male 23 AI technology application
Student 19 (S19) male 22 Modern mobile communication application
Student 20 (S20) male 21 Modern mobile communication application

The study interviewed 20 students with a balanced gender ratio, consisting of 12 males
and 8 females, aged between 20 and 23, coming from various professional backgrounds
in their first to third years, including Financial services and management (3), Business
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administration (2), Marketing (2), Mobile commerce (2), Modern logistics management
(1), Modern communication technology (3), Software technology (2), AI technology
application (3) and Modern mobile communication application (2). The data collection
is shown in Table 1. Such a participant composition helps us to comprehensively un-
derstand the cognitive and attitudinal differences towards AI among higher vocational
college students from different professional backgrounds.

3.3 Data Collection

Semi-structured interviews were used to capture the true views of higher vocational
college students on AI technology. The interview questions corresponded to the re-
search questions in this paper, and the reliability and validity of these questions were
reviewed by experts. Before the formal interview, two students were invited to conduct
a preliminary test on the interview questions to ensure their applicability. The interview
questions were divided into three parts: higher vocational college students’ understand-
ing of AI, their positive attitude and negative attitude toward AI.

Under the premise of maintaining the ratio of male to female and the proportion of
majors, 20 higher vocational college students from different majors were randomly se-
lected and the informed consent form was distributed. The interviews were conducted
in Chinese and recorded by the voice recorder.

3.4 Data Analysis

The recordings were transcribed into text and translated into English; an educational
expert reviewed the content to ensure accuracy. Thematic analysis [19] was used to
identify, analyse, and report patterns within the data. The analysis revealed three
themes, which will be specifically analysed in the results section of this paper.

4 Results

4.1 Higher Vocational College Students’ Understanding of AI

Higher vocational college students’ understanding of AI varied significantly between
those specialising in AI and those in other fields, reflecting a diverse range of
knowledge and applications. The students majoring in AI posed a comprehensive and
profound grasp of the subject and proved capable of utilising a relatively wide array of
AI applications to solve problems. Their deep understanding enabled them to effec-
tively employ these technologies in practical situations, highlighting their specialised
education and training in the field.

In contrast, higher vocational college students not specialising in AI were limited in
their awareness of AI to applications that were widely promoted and used in mainland
China, such as Baidu's Ernie Bot, smartphone voice assistants, and facial recognition
applications. These students had almost never received training specifically related to
AI, and their courses rarely included education or practical teaching related to AI. Most
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students were not confident about talking about AI. One of the students, who studied
business administration (S4), said: “I don't know much about AI. I only used Baidu's
Ernie Bot.” Another student majoring in logistics management (S10) stated: “All I
know about AI is just from online media.” Moreover, most non-AI majors reflected a
common phenomenon: "We did not learn AI in college classes, no teacher talked about
it.” However, there were exceptions where some teachers integrated AI applications
into their curriculum, such as students in mobile commerce (S8 and S9) who were in-
troduced to generation applications. As Student 8 introduced, “In mobile commerce
courses, one of our teachers showed us how AI can be used to generate graphics and
text, which was quite interesting.”

Nearly all interviewees used AI applications to aid in academic assignments or work-
related tasks, with Baidu’s Ernie Bot or Chat GPT being the most commonly utilised
software. One participant stated “Personally, I find Baidu's Ernie Bot very useful. I use
it a lot now. It provides a comprehensive set of references and ideas that help me ac-
complish some tasks more efficiently.” (S3) However, the interviews demonstrated that
most of the participants had only used Baidu's Ernie Bot, a popular and free AI software
in China, and did not know much about other AI tools.

4.2 Higher Vocational College Students’ Positive Attitudes toward AI

Higher vocational college students generally held a positive attitude toward AI, ac-
knowledging its significant benefits to both society and their personal lives. They ap-
preciated AI’s role in enhancing the convenience of social life through various applica-
tions such as smart homes, autonomous driving, and smart offices, which significantly
improved living environments. In the words of one student majoring in Modern com-
munication technology (S11): “We can see how AI was making our lives easier with
things like smart homes and autonomous driving.” Additionally, students highly valued
AI’s impact on increasing efficiency in learning and work, noting that it saved time and
energy, thereby reducing the burden of human labour and making life more enjoyable.
“AI really helped us in our studies and work. It allows us to solve problems faster and
easier, which is great,” remarked a student majoring in Modern communication tech-
nology (S13).

The students also emphasised the advantages of AI in enhancing problem-solving
capabilities, providing quicker access to solutions, new ideas, and inspiration, with
more accurate and organised outcomes. As Student 1 (majoring in Financial services
and management) articulated, “AI really helped us think through problems and find
solutions faster. It gave us new ideas and made things more organised.” The develop-
ment of AI was seen as a creator of new opportunities, paving new paths for individual
career trajectories and entrepreneurial concepts, thus promoting personal and profes-
sional growth. Student 3 recommends that AI like Baidu's Ernie Bot can provide com-
prehensive employment guidance or advice on further studies tailored to each student’s
specific situation, “which is quite meaningful for me.”

Furthermore, the students demonstrated a proactive attitude towards learning about
AI, with many expressing a willingness to master more applications if given the oppor-
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tunity. However, they also believed that the depth of learning should align with indi-
vidual interests, professional needs, and career planning: “I’m eager to learn more about
AI, but I think it’s important to focus on areas that align with my interests and career
goals.”(S12)

In particular, students specialising in AI emphasised the technology’s potentially
huge impact on society and human life. Student 17, who majored in AI technology
application, remarked: “I believe it’s crucial for all higher vocational college students
to delve deeply into AI knowledge to prepare for the future demands of a society in-
creasingly driven by AI and to contribute to the country’s technological development.”

4.3 Higher Vocational College Students’ Negative Attitudes toward Artificial
Intelligence

Students’ negative attitudes toward AI mainly revolved around concerns over its po-
tential adverse effects. Most students believed that AI had made humans lazier and
overly dependent on AI technology for problem-solving, which could negatively im-
pact human innovation. For example, higher vocational college students might rely on
AI applications like Baidu’s Ernie Bot and plagiarise work from AI when completing
assignments and graduation theses, thereby reducing their own opportunities for critical
thinking and innovation. Student 9 recalled, “Some classmates would just use AI to
generate assignments without really thinking about them, and then submit them to the
teacher without much effort.”

Additionally, some higher vocational college students acknowledged that AI’s limi-
tations could not be overlooked. They argued that AI could not fully replace human
thinking and inspiration, serving only as an auxiliary tool. In areas such as customer
service, personalised and specific treatment methods were considered more appropri-
ate, whereas current AI services, like voice intelligent customer service and e-com-
merce intelligent customer service, could not perfectly replace human services. As stu-
dent 6 (a marketing major) put it, “Although intelligent customer service can save a lot
of manpower, I think people still prefer human customer service a little more.” They
also noted that AI’s answers were not always accurate and may sometimes lead to pro-
gram errors, causing misinformation. Reflecting on this, Student 4, who majored in
business administration, remarked, "I feel like current AI technology isn’t particularly
perfect. Sometimes they give us wrong or false information, which could lead to mis-
takes in our decision-making."

Some higher vocational college students expressed concerns that the development
of AI could lead to a reduction in certain job positions. They believed that AI would
exacerbate future market competition, reduce their employment opportunities, and in-
crease unemployment pressure. During the interviews, students in the fields of mobile
commerce (S8 and S9) and computer science (S14 and S15) exhibited notably greater
stress regarding this issue. Additionally, the widespread application of AI increased the
risk of infringing on personal privacy and intellectual property rights across various
professional domains. This risk is stated by student 8, who is majoring in mobile com-
merce, “I am particularly worried about copyright issues because the designs I create,
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such as images or videos, could easily be stolen and utilised by artificial intelligence
without anyone acknowledging me as the designer.”

5 Discussion

5.1 Understanding of AI among Higher Vocational College Students

This investigation into the understanding of AI among higher vocational college stu-
dents has uncovered a significant correlation between students’ level of comprehension
and their academic majors. On the one hand, students majoring in AI exhibit a compre-
hensive and in-depth understanding of AI technologies, concepts, and applications, in-
dicating a high degree of AI knowledge. On the other hand, those not majoring in AI
have a relatively restricted understanding. They typically encounter AI through social
media and daily life applications such as Baidu's Ernie Bot, smartphone voice assis-
tants, and face recognition technologies. Regrettably, these non-AI major students sel-
dom receive specialised training or practical instruction related to AI within their cur-
riculums. This clearly highlights the deficiency of AI education in higher vocational
college curriculums for non-AI majors.

This finding is echoed in several studies. For example, Yüzbaşıoğlu (2021) pointed
out that although most college students possess some knowledge of AI, their under-
standing of fundamental AI principles is limited [11]. Another study showed that
among surveyed university students, a majority (51.69%) considered their understand-
ing of AI as "average," and only a small minority (1.50%) regarded themselves as
highly knowledgeable about AI [10]. Sit et al. (2020) further observed that while British
medical students recognised the importance of AI, their comprehension and educational
needs in this field remain unmet [13]. These phenomena not only reflect a deficit in AI
education within general university education but also mirror the current situation in
higher vocational colleges.

In light of these observations, it becomes evident that future higher education, in-
cluding higher vocational colleges, must prioritise the enhanced integration of interdis-
ciplinary AI knowledge. This is crucial for elevating the overall AI literacy among col-
lege students. By doing so, higher vocational colleges could bridge the gap in AI un-
derstanding between different majors and ensure that all students are better equipped to
navigate the era of rapid technological advancement.

5.2 Positive Attitudes of Higher Vocational College Students towards AI

This study reveals that higher vocational college students generally hold positive atti-
tudes towards AI, perceiving AI technologies as significantly enhancing convenience
for society and individuals. Specifically, interviewed students praise AI applications in
smart homes, autonomous driving, and intelligent offices, believing these technologies
have dramatically improved living standards and work efficiency. In academic pursuits
and professional endeavours, higher vocational college students utilise AI tools (such
as Baidu Ernie Bot and Chat GPT) to assist in completing tasks; in this context, students
view AI as a means to save time, reduce human workload, and make learning and work
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more enjoyable and stress-free. Moreover, higher vocational college students recognise
the positive impact of AI on personal career development, believing that AI advance-
ments might create new job opportunities and entrepreneurial possibilities, fostering
personal growth and professional advancement. Many higher vocational college stu-
dents express a desire to learn more about AI applications and hope to integrate AI
knowledge with their personal interests and career plans.

These positive attitudes reflect the younger generation of higher vocational college
students' embrace and anticipation of emerging technologies, as well as their aspiration
to leverage AI to enhance their competitiveness. This conclusion aligns with Jeffrey’s
(2020) research findings, which explored university students' perceptions of AI to un-
derstand how the younger generation views this nascent technology. His study showed
that most university students strongly believe in AI's positive societal impact [14]. An-
other study also found that a majority of young adults (under 35 years old) hold opti-
mistic attitudes towards AI, considering it a force for positive change and efficiency
enhancement [20]. Yüzbaşıoğlu’s (2021) research similarly highlights that most uni-
versity students surveyed emphasised the inclusion of AI-related content in undergrad-
uate education, mirroring the higher vocational college students' eagerness to learn
more about AI applications [11]. Additionally, a survey of undergraduate students in-
dicated that over half expressed a willingness to learn AI skills to facilitate deeper re-
search and efficiency improvements in their majors [21]. These research outcomes sug-
gest that both higher vocational college students and undergraduate students share pos-
itive attitudes towards the development of AI and are inclined to learn this technology
to bolster their competitive edge.

5.3 Negative Attitudes of Higher Vocational College Students towards
Artificial Intelligence

Despite the prevalent positive stance among higher vocational college students towards
AI, their concerns cannot be overlooked. Firstly, participants widely expressed anxiety
that AI might foster laziness and excessive technological dependence among humans,
diminishing autonomous thinking and innovation capabilities. Particularly in academic
assignments and thesis writing, participants noted how some students might resort to
AI-assisted plagiarism, thereby compromising critical thinking and originality. Sec-
ondly, higher vocational college students acknowledge AI's limitations, believing that
it cannot fully replace humans in certain domains, such as customer service, due to its
lack of personalised care and creativity. Concurrently, the widespread application of AI
technology has sparked concerns among higher vocational college students regarding
personal privacy and intellectual property protection. Similarly, a study by Fotea et al.,
(2019) found that undergraduate students exhibit worries about AI’s potentially nega-
tive impacts in the professional realm, including data and privacy protection [10]. These
negative attitudes reflect the dialectical thinking of the younger generation of higher
vocational college students when confronting this emerging technology.

Furthermore, higher vocational college students worried that AI's development may
lead to the elimination of certain job positions, intensifying competition and unemploy-
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ment risks in the future job market. In line with this sentiment, researchers have dis-
covered that interviewed finance majors hold relatively pessimistic views about the job
market, believing that AI poses a high risk of massive job losses in the financial sector
[22]. These worries are borne out by a study showing that AI could either support or
replace repetitive tasks like administrative work or data processing, posing a threat to
low-skilled jobs [20]. The World Economic Forum's report indicates that over 4.7 mil-
lion routine white-collar office jobs could be lost due to AI [20]. Additionally, research
by Yang (2023) demonstrated that corporate digital transformation and the adoption of
new technologies like AI significantly increase the proportion of employees with bach-
elor's degrees or above, promoting employment for high-skilled labour while inhibiting
low-skilled labour [4].

These research findings underscore the need to address the negative attitudes of
higher vocational college students towards potential job losses, as they may face more
pressing pressures and challenges than undergraduate students. Consequently, while
promoting AI education in higher vocational colleges, it is imperative to guide students
in correctly perceiving AI's pros and cons, fostering their critical thinking, innovation
capabilities, and resilience to future changes in the job market.

6 Limitations and Future Studies

This study does have its limitations, for example, the sample size is relatively small as
it is limited to 20 higher vocational college students from one higher vocational college;
this may limit the generality of the findings. In future research, the sample size can be
increased and more quantitative data can be collected by including students from mul-
tiple higher vocational colleges in different regions, studying different majors. This
may give us a fuller picture of higher vocational students’ attitudes toward AI and a
more accurate picture of their views.

7 Conclusion

This study systematically investigates the understanding and attitudes towards AI
among 20 students from various majors in a higher vocational college in China, em-
ploying a semi-structured interview approach. The research reveals notable differences
in students' perceptions of AI, particularly between those majoring in AI and those in
non-AI fields. Higher vocational college students specialising in AI demonstrate a com-
prehensive and profound understanding of AI technologies, while non-AI majors pri-
marily acquire limited knowledge through social media and daily life applications such
as Baidu's Ernie Bot and smartphone voice assistants, with minimal exposure to dedi-
cated AI coursework.

Overall, higher vocational college students hold positive attitudes towards AI, ac-
knowledging its significant contributions to enhancing living and work efficiency in
areas like smart homes, autonomous driving, and intelligent offices. However, they also
express concerns regarding the potential negative impacts of AI, including the dimin-
ishment of human creativity, intensified job market competition, and privacy violations.
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The study underscores the importance of strengthening interdisciplinary integration of
AI education within higher vocational colleges to elevate students' AI literacy across
the board, preparing them for the increasingly intelligent society.
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