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Writing instruction has long helped students communicate through writing and develop a
sense of voice. Before generative artificial intelligence (GenAl) entered classrooms, this work was
supported through teacher feedback, peer response, and revision. The use of artificial
intelligence (Al) in second language (L2) writing education has increased dramatically in recent
years. Automated writing evaluation (AWE) systems, automated written corrective feedback
(AWCF) tools, and GenAl applications are now widely incorporated into writing classrooms
(Karatay & Karatay, 2024; Pack & Maloney, 2024; Warschauer et al., 2023). Much of the research
on Al tools in writing has offered useful evidence about their potential impact on students’ writing
performance and outcomes, such as text quality, grammatical correctness, and scoring reliability.
At the same time, concerns have been raised about academic integrity, authorship, and fair
assessment in Al-mediated contexts (Barrot, 2023; Dang & Wang, 2024; Nguyen & Barrot, 2024).
These investigations have opened important discussions about what Al can do and the extent to
which its output compares to that of human writers.

Previous studies inform pedagogical approaches to Al-integrated writing, but they also
show the difficulty of reconstructing how L2 writers evaluate, modify, and incorporate
Al-generated revisions during the writing process. The central issue is not only whether the final
text improves, but how writers judge the suggestions they receive. Recent work has begun to
document this reasoning: what drives writers to accept Al suggestions, what criteria they weigh,
what alternatives they consider, and how revisions relate to their intended meaning (Koltovskaia
et al., 2024; Wang & Wang, 2025; Yeung, 2025). However, this evidence remains uneven because
studies vary in how directly they examine learners’ decision-making during revision. When
process is inferred mainly from uptake rates, revision frequencies, or final-text improvement, the
interpretive work that writers perform can be overlooked. This problem becomes more acute
because Al-generated text can resemble polished human writing (Kuteeva & Andersson, 2024;
Nguyen & Barrot, 2024). In such cases, product evidence alone cannot show whether a writer
actively evaluated the tool’s suggestions or simply accepted them because they sounded fluent.

This article discusses the need to focus more closely on the decision-making process in
Al-supported writing instruction and research. Drawing on recent literature, it identifies three
interconnected challenges that arise from the current focus on outcomes: (1) the inferential
constraints associated with behavioral evidence, (2) cognitive foreclosure and disciplinary voice,
and (3) the relative neglect of teacher decision-making. In addition to articulating these
challenges, this article offers implications for research design, classroom instruction, and
assessment. The aim is not to diminish the importance of existing research but to complement it
with a greater emphasis on the evaluative reasoning that human actors bring to Al-mediated
writing.
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Three Challenges in the Current Research

The Limits of Behavioral Evidence

Current research on Al-supported writing often begins with behavioral evidence, meaning
observable actions that researchers use to interpret writers’ decision-making with writing
technologies. These actions include whether writers accept, modify, or reject Al-generated
suggestions, how often they revise a text, and whether the final draft improves in measurable
ways. Studies of Al-supported feedback commonly record revision operations, editing behavior,
screen activity, and changes in text quality (Koltovskaia et al., 2024; Michel et al., 2025; Yeung,
2025). While these metrics reveal how writers use tools to improve their written products, they
have a significant limitation. They show what writers do, not why they do it. Table 1 illustrates this
distinction through a simplified revision example.

Table 1
lllustrative distinction between behavioral and interpretive evidence
Student draft and Al Behavioral evidence Interpretive evidence Decision episode
suggestions
Students accept more The revision log shows A reflection explains The episode begins when
fluent Al phrases. that the suggestion was whether the writer the writer received the
accepted. accepted it because Al suggestions and ends with
suggestion matched a decision to accept,
intended meaning or modify, or reject it.

sounded better.

A writer’s decision to integrate GenAl suggestions into a revised text may reflect a careful
evaluation of the suggested language against their intended meaning, or it may reflect a more
passive response to fluent output. Wang and Wang (2025), for example, show that L2 writers
evaluate Al affordances through information accuracy, linguistic and rhetorical fit, and learning
context. The same visible action, accepting a suggestion, can therefore arise from different forms
of reasoning. If only the action is observed, it is difficult to distinguish careful evaluation from
uncritical acceptance.

Interpretive methods such as interviews, stimulated recall, think-aloud protocols, and
reflective journals offer stronger access to the criteria and beliefs that guide writers’ decisions.
These methods can show how writers understand a suggestion, what they trust or question, and
why they decide to accept, modify, or reject it. Recent studies have begun to build such links
through local analytical units. Khuder (2025) uses integrated intelligence episodes to connect Al
interaction, reflection, final decisions, and reasoning. Michel et al. (2025) code language-related
and task-related episodes during collaborative revision. These episodes are bounded segments
of the writing process in which a writer encounters a problem, considers available resources, and
makes a revision decision. Such approaches show the value of episode-level analysis, but the field
has not yet established a shared unit for documenting where a decision begins, where it ends, or
how responsibility for the decision should be attributed. This lack of definitional consensus
weakens comparability across studies and makes claims about learner agency harder to evaluate.

Cognitive Foreclosure and Disciplinary Voice

The limits of behavioral evidence are not only methodological. They also point to a
pedagogical problem: cognitive foreclosure, or the narrowing of writers” evaluative space when
fluent Al output becomes the easiest path forward. Writers may appear to revise successfully even
when their evaluative reasoning has narrowed. The risk is not that every learner accepts GenAl
feedback passively. Teng (2025) reports varied metacognitive awareness in ChatGPT use, ranging
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from copying generated language to monitoring accuracy, originality, and the tool’s role in the
writing process. Sun (2026) similarly shows, through screen recordings, drafts, and interviews, that
detection anxiety can redirect effort from idea development to surface-level revision of
Al-mediated text. These findings suggest that improvement in later drafts may conceal different
forms of engagement, including careful evaluation, risk management, and superficial polishing.

Reduced evaluative engagement has significant consequences for how writers express
themselves and for the voice they present in their writing. Voice refers to the ways writers express
stance, identity, purpose, and disciplinary positioning through language choices. When
Al-generated language is accepted without careful evaluation, texts can drift toward a fluent but
impersonal style. This concern is especially pressing for L2 writers, who are establishing their
place in academic communities and need to maintain control over the tone, personal meaning,
and direction of their writing. Sandstead and Kibler (2025) point to a tension between authenticity
and acceptability, arguing that uncritical Al use may lead writers to forfeit agency and
authenticity. Khuder (2025) shows a related pattern in doctoral writing for publication: students
protected disciplinary voice when they used structured feedback-seeking to decide where Al
input was useful and where disciplinary expertise remained essential. Darvin (2025) frames the
same issue through critical digital literacies, arguing that learners need to recognize how power
and agency operate in GenAl-mediated writing. The appeal of fluent Al-generated language
therefore creates a real evaluative challenge: writers must decide whether the output serves their
communicative purpose or pulls the text away from their intended voice.

The Missing Actor: Teacher Decision-Making

The third challenge concerns the actor whose judgment is often left underexamined.
Research on Al-supported writing has largely focused on learners as the primary decision-makers.
This emphasis on learner agency is valuable, but it leaves teachers’ decision-making less visible.
Xu and Tan (2024) show that L2 writing teachers conceptualize ChatGPT in divergent ways, as a
tool, resource, threat, or unknown entity. These perceptions can shape how teachers set
boundaries for tool use, explain evaluation criteria, and decide how Al-supported writing should
be interpreted in assessment (Nguyen & Barrot, 2024; Pack & Maloney, 2024).

Only a few studies have begun to address this gap. Nguyen and Barrot (2024) show that
teachers’ judgments of Al-generated and human-produced texts are shaped by their previous
engagement with Al writing tools, familiarity with L2 learner errors, and exposure to native and
non-native English writing. This finding suggests that teacher judgment is not a neutral
background condition; it shapes how Al-assisted writing is interpreted, assessed, and discussed in
the classroom. Handley (2024) makes a complementary point by showing why Al tools can, at
best, complement expert teachers. Current systems remain limited in the pedagogical and
affective work through which teachers represent language, support communication, and respond
to learners as people. Lee (2024) offers one classroom-based example in which teacher guidance,
peer collaboration, think-aloud sessions, interviews, and portfolios helped students use ChatGPT
for writing refinement and metacognitive growth. Even so, the field has not systematically
examined how teachers and learners jointly develop criteria for acceptable tool use across
instructional sequences, or how students make tool-use decisions outside the classroom.

These three challenges are connected. Behavioral indicators can show visible revision
patterns, but they cannot explain the reasoning behind them. Cognitive foreclosure and loss of
voice show what may be at stake when writers accept Al-generated language too quickly. Teacher
decision-making shapes the conditions under which such acceptance, modification, or rejection
becomes possible, acceptable, or assessable. For this reason, research on Al-supported writing
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needs to treat decision-making not as an individual learner action alone, but as a process shaped
by evidence, learner agency, and teacher judgment.

Implications for Research and Practice
The challenges discussed above call for practical responses in both research design and
classroom instruction. The following section proposes design targets. Each target responds to a
challenge identified in the preceding discussion and contributes to a broader research agenda
focused on human judgment in Al-supported writing.

Defining and Documenting Decision Episodes

For decision-making to become a legitimate focus of inquiry, L2 writing scholarship needs
clearer definitions of the decision episode as an analytical unit. Research should specify what
counts as a decision, where each episode’s boundaries lie, and how attribution to a particular
actor is determined. Khuder's (2025) integrated intelligence episodes and Michel et al.’s (2025)
language- and task-related episodes show how useful such units can be, while they also illustrate
the current variety of local coding schemes. Without more explicit definitions, claims about
agency are difficult to evaluate and compare across studies.

In the classroom, a two-stage writing task can help reveal the decision-making process. In
the first stage, writers make a draft with minimal or no tool support to clarify their intended
meaning and take stock of their current language resources. This first step makes the writer’s
initial rhetorical and linguistic choices visible before Al suggestions enter the process, a concern
consistent with work on metacognitive monitoring and disciplinary voice (Khuder, 2025; Teng,
2025). In the second stage, learners use Al tools and record brief written rationales for each major
revision decision, noting whether they accepted, modified, or rejected the suggestion and
explaining why. This procedure turns revision into interpretive evidence documented close to the
point of decision. It also creates the kind of episode-level data needed to connect behavioral
indicators with writers’ stated reasoning in transparent and replicable ways.

Evaluative Practice and Assessment Design

If Al-generated fluency can narrow or redirect deliberation, instructional strategies need to
create structured opportunities for evaluation. One possible approach is to ask students to
compare three versions of the same text: their original draft, an Al-generated revision produced
from that draft before they evaluate it, and their final version after accepting, modifying, or
rejecting Al suggestions. Michel et al. (2025) show that guided comparison with GenAl models
can trigger deliberation about language, content, organization, and task demands. A similar
comparison can direct students’ attention toward meaning, voice, and purpose instead of
surface-level fluency alone. Requiring students to justify major Al-related revisions also
strengthens this process. When students briefly explain the effects of their revisions on meaning,
accuracy, personal expression, and voice, the evaluation process becomes more transparent to
both students and teachers. When Al-generated writing appears credible mainly because of
grammatical fluency, students can also check its claims and expressive fit by consulting alternative
sources, comparing possible revisions, and seeking peer feedback.

Assessment design also needs to change. Xu et al. (2025) do not provide a ready-made
writing rubric. They develop and validate a domain-specific scale of student Al literacy in L2
writing with four dimensions: understanding, use, evaluation, and ethics. In contexts where tool
use is permitted, assessment criteria can draw on these dimensions to assess how strategically
writers use Al suggestions and whether their revision choices reflect task requirements, intended
meaning, and voice. In contexts where tool use is restricted, assessments should specify
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indicators of prohibited assistance and clarify how evaluators will interpret them. In both cases,
assessment should reflect the writer’s evaluative work, not the tool’s generative capacity.

Teacher Judgment in Research and Professional Development

Adopting tools in writing classrooms is not simply a matter of introducing new technology;
it requires professional judgment. Handley (2024) emphasizes that current Al systems can
complement expert teachers but cannot replace the pedagogical and affective work of language
teaching. Teacher education programs can support this judgment through case-based materials,
such as sample student-tool interactions, rubrics, and policy decision scenarios. Pack and
Maloney’s (2024) examples of teacher Al use, assessment design, and classroom policy offer
useful starting points for this kind of professional discussion. These materials can guide teachers
in explaining how they evaluate Al-supported writing, how they respond to questionable tool use,
and how they help students justify their decisions.

From a research perspective, the field needs to examine how teachers and students
negotiate shared criteria for tool use instead of treating their decision-making as separate
processes. Lee (2024) offers a useful model for this direction by showing how teacher guidance
and peer collaboration can scaffold students’ use of ChatGPT through think-aloud sessions,
interviews, portfolios, and documented ChatGPT interactions. Building on this work, future
studies should examine how criteria for tool use are developed and revised through instructional
sequences. Although this type of research design is challenging to implement, it can capture
evaluative judgments as they occur in classroom settings and how teacher guidance shapes the
conditions under which learners accept, modify, or reject Al-generated suggestions.

Conclusion

This paper argues that writers and teachers need to look beyond product-oriented
measures and attend more closely to the decision-making processes that surround
tool-generated output. While current research on Al-supported writing provides useful insights
into tool effectiveness and usage patterns, it generally leaves the decision-making process
implicit. Three related issues were identified: the methodological and interpretive limitations of
relying solely on behavioral indicators as evidence of decision-making, the potential for cognitive
foreclosure and loss of disciplinary voice when evaluative engagement with tool-generated
content is lacking, and the relative neglect of teachers’ decision-making as a legitimate focus of
inquiry.

These challenges are interdependent. When writers accept Al-generated language too
quickly, improvements in the final text may conceal a reduced space for deliberation, voice, and
authorial control. When teachers’ judgments are left out of the research design, the learning
environment that shapes students’ decision-making remains hidden from view. A fuller account of
Al-supported writing requires attention to all three challenges: how decision-making is
evidenced, how learners evaluate Al-generated language, and how teachers shape the conditions
for acceptable and meaningful use.

The practical recommendations presented in this paper, from defining and documenting
decision episodes to restructuring evaluative practice and centering teacher judgment, are
designed to move the field toward a research and pedagogy agenda that emphasizes the
interpretive work of human agents. As Al-based writing tools become further integrated into
education, the central issue is not what these tools can generate but whether writers and teachers
make informed judgments about how to act on what the tools produce (Darvin, 2025; Wang &
Wang, 2025).
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