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The proliferation of generative artificial intelligence (GenAI) in higher education has provoked both excitement and 

anxiety among English writing practitioners. This paper argues that GenAI’s instructional value depends less on its 

technical affordances than on the relational architecture within which it is deployed. A tripartite model is proposed: 

teachers as learning leaders, GenAI as assistance, and students as reflexive practitioners. The discussion traces three 

operational priorities—preparatory ideation, dialogic feedback loops, and normative usage protocols—and concludes 

that sustainable integration requires a fundamental reorientation from tool-use toward students’ autonomous critical 

thinking and writing competence. 
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Introduction  

The arrival of generative artificial intelligence (GenAI) in language education has generated a polarized 

discourse. On one side stand the optimists, who see in such AI tools as ChatGPT and its counterparts a 

revolutionary means to democratize writing support. On the other stand the pessimists, who warn of academic 

dishonesty, cognitive deskilling, and the erosion of authorial voice. Both positions, the author contend, are 

equally unhelpful—not because their concerns are unfounded, but because they share a common flaw: They 

reduce GenAI to a question of technology rather than a question of pedagogy. 

This paper proceeds from a different premise. The instructional significance of GenAI lies not in what the 

technology does, but in how it redefines the relationships among teachers, learners, and the writing task itself. A 

grading tool that accelerates error correction may save time, but it does not transform education. A cognitive 

partner that stimulates idea generation and supports revision, by contrast, can fundamentally alter the conditions 

under which writing competence develops. 

To develop this argument, we should first examine the specific pedagogical problems that writing instruction 

confronts—problems that predate GenAI and will persist after its novelty fades. Then, emerging applications 

should be surveyed, not as a comprehensive inventory but as a basis for redefine instructional roles. The paper 

proposes a triadic model grounded on symbiotic human-machine interaction, followed by an honest reckoning 

with the ethical tensions such integration entails. 

The central claim is that GenAI achieves its greatest educational potential not when it is deployed as a 

substitute for human labor, but when it functions as a stimulus for rethinking what writing instruction is for and 

how it might be conducted differently. 
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The Pedagogical Landscape: Problems in Search of Solutions 

To appreciate what GenAI might contribute to college English writing instruction, one must first understand 

the persistent difficulties that have long characterized the field. Three such difficulties merit attention. 

The First Is the Problem of Scale 

English writing courses in Chinese colleges routinely enroll 30-40 students per class and each instructor has 

at least three classes. A single instructor, even with dedicated effort, cannot provide substantial written feedback 

on each draft within a meaningful timeframe. The consequence is predictable: feedback arrives too late to 

influence the current assignment, and when it does arrive, it tends toward the cursory—surface corrections rather 

than substantive commentary on argumentation or organization. 

The Second Is the Problem of Uniformity 

The lecture-based, textbook-driven model that predominates in many institutions assumes a hypothetical average 

learner who does not actually exist. Students enter writing classrooms with vastly different linguistic resources, 

rhetorical experiences, and cognitive dispositions. Yet, they receive identical instruction, respond to identical 

prompts, and are evaluated against identical criteria. Those who do not fit the mold are left to catch up on their own. 

The Third Is the Problem of Process Neglect 

Despite decades of advocacy for process-oriented writing pedagogy, the prevailing institutional logic 

remains grade-oriented. Grades attach to final submissions; intermediate drafts go unread; the recursive work of 

brainstorming, outlining, revising, and editing remains largely invisible to assessment systems. Students learn 

that writing is something you deliver, not something you develop. 

These are not failures of instructor competence or student effort. They are structural features of mass 

education—features that GenAI, for better or worse, now encounters. The relevant question is whether AI can be 

enlisted not merely to patch these problems but to provoke a more fundamental rethinking of how writing gets 

taught and learned. 

What GenAI Can Do: A Functional Repertoire 

At present, GenAI has demonstrated practical utility for English writing instruction in the following three 

areas. These are not mutually exclusive and they represent, rather, the current frontier of pedagogical experimentation. 

Formative Assessment at Scale 

The most intuitively appealing application is automated feedback. GenAI systems can evaluate student 

writing across multiple dimensions—grammatical accuracy, lexical range, textual cohesion, argumentative 

structure—and return comments within seconds. This capacity directly addresses the scale problem described 

above. 

Yet, the empirical picture is more nuanced than initial enthusiasm might suggest. Studies indicate that GenAI 

feedback improves surface-level accuracy reliably, but its contribution to deeper dimensions of writing quality—

originality, critical depth, rhetorical adaptability—depends heavily on how the feedback is framed and students’ 

individual competence. Hybrid models, in which machine-generated diagnostics are supplemented by instructor 

interpretation, appear to produce superior outcomes compared to either source alone. The implication is not that 

AI replaces teacher feedback, but that it changes the division of labor: Teachers can now concentrate on aspects 

of writing that algorithms cannot adequately assess. 
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Ideational Provocation and Pre-Writing Support 

A second, less celebrated function concerns the period before writing begins. Many students face their most 

acute difficulty not at the level of sentence construction but at the level of content generation. Presented with an 

open prompt, they do not know what to argue, how to structure their response, or what evidence might be relevant. 

GenAI can serve here as a provocative interlocutor. It can offer multiple perspectives on a topic, generate 

counterarguments to a tentative thesis, or model different organizational patterns. Importantly, this is not a matter 

of having the AI write the essay; it is a matter of using the AI to expand the student’s imaginative and conceptual 

repertoire before committing words to the page. 

The most effective use of this capability appears to occur in collaborative settings. When students work in 

pairs to query the AI, interrogate its suggestions, and build outlines from its responses, they engage in higher-

order thinking that solitary interaction does not reliably elicit. 

Customized Curricular Resources 

A third function lies in instructional design. Teachers can prompt GenAI to generate examples, explanations, 

exercises, and model texts tailored to specific learning objectives and student profiles. This reduces dependence 

on prepackaged textbooks, which inevitably reflect the priorities of commercial publishers rather than the 

immediate needs of a particular cohort. 

The risk is evident: AI-generated materials may perpetuate linguistic or cultural biases, oversimplify 

complex rhetorical traditions, or simply be of uneven quality. Curation remains essential. But used cautiously, 

on-demand content generation offers teachers a degree of flexibility previously unavailable. 

A Symbiotic Model: Redistributing Pedagogical Roles 

If GenAI is to be more than a clever accessory, its integration must be accompanied by a deliberate 

redistribution of instructional responsibilities. A triadic model is recommended in which roles are redefined rather 

than displaced. 

Teachers retain authority over curriculum design, task selection, and qualitative evaluation. Their distinctive 

contribution lies in identifying what counts as good writing in specific contexts and helping students develop 

judgment that cannot be encoded in algorithms. The teacher's task becomes less about delivering content and 

more about curating learning experiences. 

GenAI assumes a supporting role: delivering timely diagnostics, generating multiple drafts or examples on 

request, and providing low-stakes practice opportunities that would overburden human instructors. Its value is 

not in its perfection but in its availability—It is a patient, non-judgmental conversational partner that students 

can consult repeatedly without exhausting it. 

Students occupy the center of this configuration. They must learn to formulate productive queries, evaluate 

AI-generated responses critically, and decide autonomously when to accept, modify, or reject machine 

suggestions. This requires not only writing competence, but also what might be called “algorithmic 

discernment”—the ability to interact with generative systems without surrendering intellectual ability. 

The success of this model hinges on three practical conditions.  

First, prompt formulation must be explicitly taught; students cannot be expected to query AI effectively 

without instruction.  

Second, peer collaboration should be embedded wherever possible, as collective deliberation alleviates the 

tendency toward passive acceptance.  
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Third, assessment practices must be adjusted to reward process as well as outcome—documenting how 

students engaged with AI tools becomes part of the evidence of learning. 

Navigating the Ethical Terrain 

No discussion of GenAI in education can avoid the ethical thicket. Four concerns are particularly salient. 

Over-Reliance 

Students who habitually consult AI for writing assistance may gradually lose the capacity to write 

autonomously. This is not speculation; similar concerns have been raised about spell-check, translation software, 

and even calculators. The solution is not prohibition but guiding—designing tasks that require independent 

reasoning alongside AI use, and teaching students to recognize when they are becoming dependent. 

Attribution and Transparency 

The distinction between legitimate assistance and academic misconduct becomes blurred when AI is 

involved. The pragmatic response is to require explicit declaration of AI use: Students should state what tools 

they used and how. This shifts the conversation from surveillance to honesty, and from rule-enforcement to 

ethical reasoning. 

Cultural and Linguistic Bias 

GenAI systems, trained predominantly on English-language corpora, may privilege Western rhetorical 

norms and misrepresent non-native varieties of English. Students who follow AI suggestions uncritically may 

adopt patterns that are inauthentic to their own communicative contexts. Teacher mediation is essential here—

not to reject AI suggestions outright, but to contextualize them within broader discussions of rhetorical diversity. 

Data Privacy and Institutional Responsibility 

The use of GenAI in classrooms raises questions about who controls student data and for what purposes. 

Colleges need clear policies that protect student privacy while enabling pedagogical experimentation. 

These ethical challenges are real, but they are not reasons to reject GenAI. They are reasons to engage with 

it attentively, critically, and transparently. 

Conclusion 

The integration of GenAI into college English writing instruction is not primarily a technological problem; 

it is a pedagogical one. Its proper resolution depends not on the sophistication of the underlying models but on 

the clarity of the educational purposes to which they are put. 

When GenAI is treated as a writing machine, it delivers modest efficiencies and significant risks. When it 

is treated as a partner in an expanded pedagogical ecology, it opens possibilities—for more responsive feedback, 

more varied ideational resources, and more flexible instructional design—that were previously unavailable at 

scale. 

None of this absolves teachers of their essential responsibilities. The cultivation of critical judgment, 

rhetorical sensitivity, and intellectual independence remains a human endeavor. GenAI can support that endeavor, 

but it cannot substitute for it. The student who outsources thinking to the machine has not learned to write better. 

They have learned to evade writing altogether. 

What writing instruction needs, in this transitional moment, is not more technology but better pedagogy—

pedagogy that uses technology thoughtfully and critically, that preserves what is human in the act of 
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composition, and that insists, against all technological temptation, on the indispensable value of the student’s 

own mind. 
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