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Abstract: Generative AI is increasingly used in EFL academic writing, yet its pedagogical value depends 
on whether students use it as a tool for thinking or merely as a shortcut for text production. This study 
explored how generative AI prompts functioned as cognitive scaffolding in EFL students’ academic 
writing, particularly in relation to idea development, writing organization, engagement, and critical 
thinking. Using a qualitative case study design, the study involved 10 undergraduate EFL students 
enrolled in a second-semester Academic Writing course at a university in Malang, Indonesia. Data were 
collected through classroom observations, screen-recorded writing sessions, students’ writing 
documents, semi-structured interviews, and reflection journals, and were analyzed using reflexive 
thematic analysis. The findings revealed that generative AI prompts supported students by activating 
initial ideas, clarifying concepts, and helping them organize writing into more coherent and logical 
structures. AI prompts also reduced hesitation and increased students’ confidence during the writing 
process by offering immediate support when they felt stuck. However, the findings also showed a risk of 
overreliance, as some students copied or minimally revised AI-generated text without sufficient 
evaluation. More reflective students used AI prompts to compare ideas, identify weaknesses, evaluate 
paragraph connections, and revise arguments more purposefully. These findings suggest that generative 
AI prompts can serve as cognitive scaffolding when they encourage planning, evaluation, and reflective 
revision, but they may weaken students’ intellectual ownership when used passively. To maximize their 
value in EFL academic writing, AI-assisted instruction should include explicit prompt literacy, critical 
evaluation of AI responses, revision-based tasks, and teacher-guided reflection so that students write 
with AI rather than by AI.  

Keywords: generative AI, AI prompts, cognitive scaffolding, EFL academic writing, critical thinking, 
student engagement. 

1. Introduction 

The rapid emergence of generative artificial intelligence in education has created a new tension in 
academic writing instruction: AI can support students’ thinking, yet it can also encourage dependence on 
machine-generated text. In EFL academic writing, this tension is especially significant because students often 
face difficulties not only in grammar and vocabulary but also in generating ideas, organizing arguments, 
developing coherence, and expressing a critical academic stance. When used productively, generative AI may 
help students overcome initial writing barriers by offering prompts, examples, outlines, explanations, and 
alternative formulations. However, when used passively, it may reduce students’ intellectual engagement, 
weaken authorship, and turn writing into a process of accepting ready-made responses. Therefore, the 
central issue is no longer whether generative AI should be present in EFL writing classrooms, but how 
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students engage with it during the writing process and whether its support strengthens or replaces their 
own thinking. 

Academic writing in EFL contexts has long been recognized as a demanding intellectual practice. Students 
are required to construct ideas, justify claims, organize arguments, and develop coherent texts rather than 
merely produce grammatically acceptable sentences (Altınmakas & Bayyurt, 2018; Ariyanti & Fitriana, 2017; 
Chuang & Yan, 2022). Many EFL students continue to produce writing that is descriptive, weakly structured, 
and insufficiently argumentative, suggesting that their difficulties are not only linguistic but also cognitive 
and rhetorical (Bulqiyah et al., 2021; Nejmaoui, 2019; Toba et al., 2019). In argumentative and academic 
writing, students must move from general ideas to defensible claims, connect evidence to reasoning, and 
sustain logical progression across paragraphs (Fajaryani et al., 2021; Ozfidan & Mitchell, 2020; Setyowati et 
al., 2020). These processes require critical thinking because effective academic writing depends on the ability 
to analyze issues, evaluate options, make rhetorical decisions, and revise ideas deliberately. Thus, writing 
instruction should not treat critical thinking as an additional skill separate from writing, but as a core process 
through which students develop more meaningful academic texts. 

Generative AI has entered this landscape as a powerful but pedagogically ambiguous resource. Unlike earlier 
automated writing evaluation systems that mainly provided corrective or evaluative feedback, generative AI 
can produce ideas, outlines, explanations, paragraphs, counterarguments, and revisions in response to 
student prompts. This capacity makes AI potentially useful for EFL students who struggle with idea 
generation, organization, and revision. Recent studies suggest that AI-supported writing tools can reduce 
cognitive pressure, provide immediate and personalized support, and assist students in brainstorming, 
outlining, proofreading, and reflecting on their writing (Gayed et al., 2022; Tiandem-Adamou, 2025; Wang, 
2024). Yet these same affordances also create risks. Students may overtrust AI responses, adopt a 
proofreading-only orientation, copy AI-generated text, or rely on AI to make decisions that should involve 
their own reasoning (Ranalli, 2021; Zhang & Hyland, 2018; Zhang, 2020). In this sense, generative AI is not 
automatically empowering. Its value depends on whether students use it to question, compare, select, revise, 
and reflect, or whether they use it simply to outsource the writing process. 

The concept of cognitive scaffolding offers a useful lens for understanding this issue. Scaffolding refers to 
support that helps learners perform tasks they cannot yet complete independently while gradually 
developing greater control, awareness, and autonomy. In EFL academic writing, cognitive scaffolding may 
help students manage idea development, argument organization, paragraph connection, and revision 
decisions. Generative AI prompts can function as scaffolding when they help students clarify concepts, 
explore possible structures, evaluate alternative arguments, and identify weaknesses in their drafts. This 
perspective shifts the focus from AI as a text generator to AI as a thinking support. However, scaffolding is 
meaningful only when learners remain cognitively active. If students accept AI output without evaluation, 
the scaffold becomes a shortcut rather than a learning support. Therefore, AI-assisted writing needs to be 
examined not only through final written products, but through students’ actual interactions with prompts, 
their revision behavior, and their reflections on how AI shaped their thinking. 

Existing research has increasingly examined AI-supported writing, but several gaps remain. Many studies 
focus on writing outcomes, automated feedback, product improvement, or general perceptions of AI tools. 
Less attention has been given to how EFL students interact with generative AI prompts during the writing 
process itself, especially in authentic academic writing classrooms. Qualitative evidence is still needed to 
explain how students use AI prompts to activate ideas, organize writing, evaluate suggestions, revise 
arguments, and develop critical awareness. It is also important to understand the tension between support 
and dependence: the same AI tool may help one student think more clearly while encouraging another 
student to copy generated text with minimal reflection. Without examining these process-level experiences, 
it remains difficult to determine whether generative AI functions as cognitive scaffolding or merely as a 
convenient writing shortcut. 



Voices of English Language Education Society 10(1), 2026  
  

 

 
91 

 

 

To address this gap, the present study explores how undergraduate EFL students use generative AI prompts 
during academic writing and how these prompts shape their engagement, writing organization, and critical 
thinking. The study is situated in a second-semester Academic Writing course at a university in Malang, 
Indonesia, involving 10 undergraduate EFL students. Data were collected through classroom observations, 
screen-recorded writing sessions, students’ writing documents, semi-structured interviews, and reflection 
journals, allowing the study to trace students’ AI-supported writing processes in detail. The novelty of this 
study lies in its process-oriented qualitative focus: instead of measuring whether AI improves writing scores, 
it examines how students negotiate AI support while generating ideas, structuring arguments, revising 
drafts, and reflecting on their own thinking. This focus is consistent with the article’s findings that AI prompts 
helped students activate ideas, organize writing, increase confidence, and develop metacognitive awareness, 
while also creating risks of overreliance and uncritical adoption of AI-generated text. 

Based on the gaps identified above, this study aims to explore how undergraduate EFL students use 
generative AI prompts during academic writing and how these prompts function as cognitive scaffolding in 
the development of ideas, organization of writing, and reflective revision. It also examines the forms of 
engagement and risks that emerge when students interact with AI-generated responses during the writing 
process. By focusing on students’ actual AI-assisted writing practices rather than only on final written 
products, this study seeks to provide a more contextualized understanding of when generative AI supports 
students’ thinking and when it may lead to dependency or uncritical text adoption. Accordingly, the study is 
guided by the following research questions: (1) How do EFL students use generative AI prompts during the 
academic writing process? (2) How do generative AI prompts scaffold students’ idea development, writing 
organization, and reflective revision? and (3) What forms of engagement and risk emerge from students’ use 
of generative AI prompts in academic writing? 

2. Method 

2.1 Research Design 

       This study employed a descriptive qualitative case study design to explore how EFL students used 
generative AI prompts during the academic writing process and how such prompts functioned as cognitive 
scaffolding for idea development, writing organization, reflective revision, engagement, and critical thinking. 
A qualitative case study was considered appropriate because the study focused on a contemporary 
phenomenon, AI-assisted academic writing, within a bounded instructional context, namely one Academic 
Writing course in an English Education program at a university in Malang, Indonesia. Rather than measuring 
the effectiveness of AI prompts through test scores or establishing causal relationships, the study sought to 
understand students’ actual writing practices, decision-making processes, experiences, and reflections while 
interacting with generative AI. This design allowed the researcher to examine not only what students 
produced, but also how they generated prompts, interpreted AI responses, revised drafts, and negotiated the 
tension between assistance and dependency during composing. Qualitative case study research is 
particularly suitable for investigating complex classroom-based practices in depth and for capturing 
participants’ perspectives within their natural learning context (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 
2016). 

2.2 Research Context and Participants 

The study was conducted in a second-semester Academic Writing course in an English Education program 
at a university in Malang, Indonesia. The course introduced undergraduate students to foundational 
academic writing practices, including paragraph development, essay organization, argument construction, 
drafting, revision, and reflection. Generative AI-assisted writing activities were integrated into selected 
writing sessions to support students in exploring ideas, organizing arguments, revising drafts, and reflecting 
on writing decisions. 
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The participants were 10 first-year undergraduate EFL students enrolled in the course. They were selected 
through purposive sampling because the study required participants who had direct and relevant experience 
with the phenomenon under investigation. Three selection criteria were applied: the students had prior 
experience using ChatGPT or similar generative AI tools for writing-related tasks, they actively participated 
in AI-assisted writing activities during the course, and they were willing to share their writing documents, 
reflection journals, screen-recorded writing sessions, and interview responses. Purposive sampling was 
appropriate because it enabled the researcher to select information-rich participants who could provide 
detailed insights into AI-supported writing practices (Patton, 2015; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The original 
manuscript reports that the study involved 10 undergraduate EFL students in an Academic Writing course 
and used multiple sources of data, including observations, screen recordings, writing documents, interviews, 
and reflection journals.  

2.3 Data Sources and Instruments 

 This study used multiple qualitative data sources to obtain a rich and triangulated understanding of 
students’ interaction with generative AI prompts. The data sources included classroom observations, screen-
recorded writing sessions, students’ writing documents, AI interaction records, semi-structured interviews, 
and reflection journals. 

Classroom observations were conducted to examine how students used generative AI prompts during 
different stages of writing, including pre-writing, drafting, revising, and finalizing their texts. Observation 
notes focused on students’ prompt formulation, responses to AI-generated suggestions, writing behavior, 
revision decisions, and visible forms of engagement during AI-assisted writing activities. Screen recordings 
were used to capture students’ real-time interactions with AI tools more closely, including the prompts they 
entered, the responses they received, the parts they accepted or rejected, and the ways they modified their 
drafts. This source was important because it allowed the researcher to trace writing behavior that might not 
be fully captured through interviews alone. 

Students’ writing documents were also collected and analyzed. These documents included two to three 
versions of each student’s text, namely initial drafts, revised drafts, and final drafts. When available, prompt 
histories, AI-generated responses, and revised text segments were also collected to examine how students 
transformed AI input into their own writing. Document analysis was useful for identifying changes in idea 
development, paragraph organization, argument structure, transitions, and revision quality across drafts 
(Bowen, 2009). 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with all participants after the writing project had been 
completed. The interview protocol explored students’ experiences of using generative AI prompts, including 
how AI helped them generate ideas, organize writing, manage difficulties, evaluate suggestions, revise drafts, 
and reflect on their thinking. Semi-structured interviews were appropriate because they allowed the 
researcher to ask focused questions while also giving participants space to elaborate on their experiences 
and reasoning (Galletta, 2013). Reflection journals were collected at the end of each writing session. In these 
journals, students reflected on the challenges they faced, the strategies they used, the role of AI in their 
writing process, and their awareness of changes in their thinking and writing behavior. Reflection journals 
were included to capture students’ internal experiences and evolving perceptions across the writing process 
(Hyers, 2018). 

2.4 Data Collection Procedures 

 Data were collected over four instructional sessions conducted across four weeks, with each session 
lasting approximately 90 minutes. The data collection process followed the sequence of the academic writing 
activities implemented in the course. In the first stage, students were introduced to the writing task and were 
allowed to use generative AI prompts to support idea generation and initial planning. They were encouraged 
to formulate prompts related to topic exploration, possible arguments, essay outlines, and paragraph 
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organization. During this stage, classroom observations and screen recordings were used to document how 
students interacted with AI at the pre-writing stage. 

In the second stage, students developed their initial drafts by using their own ideas and, where relevant, by 
referring to AI-generated suggestions. The researcher collected students’ early drafts and recorded how they 
used AI responses to shape their writing. In the third stage, students revised their drafts. They used AI 
prompts to ask for feedback on organization, coherence, argument development, paragraph transitions, and 
language clarity. Their screen-recorded sessions and writing documents were examined to identify whether 
they accepted, adapted, questioned, or rejected AI-generated suggestions. In the fourth stage, students 
finalized their drafts and completed reflection journals describing how AI had supported or complicated their 
writing process. 

After the writing project was completed, semi-structured interviews were conducted with all participants. 
The interviews focused on students’ cognitive, emotional, and reflective experiences while using generative 
AI prompts. They were asked to explain how they used AI, which AI responses they found useful, how they 
decided whether to accept or revise AI suggestions, whether AI made them more confident or dependent, 
and how the experience affected their thinking about academic writing. This sequence of observation, 
document collection, journal writing, and interviews enabled the researcher to examine AI-assisted writing 
both as an observable classroom practice and as a reflective student experience. 

2.5 Data Analysis 

 The data were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis, following Braun and Clarke’s approach and its 
later operationalization in qualitative research (Braun & Clarke, 2022; Byrne, 2022). This method was 
selected because the study aimed to identify patterns of meaning across multiple qualitative data sources 
and interpret how students experienced generative AI prompts as cognitive scaffolding during academic 
writing. 

The analysis began with data familiarization. The researcher repeatedly read classroom observation notes, 
interview transcripts, reflection journals, writing drafts, and AI interaction records to develop an overall 
understanding of the dataset. Screen-recorded sessions were reviewed to identify students’ prompting 
behavior, responses to AI output, revision decisions, and signs of dependence or critical engagement. In the 
second stage, initial codes were generated manually. The codes captured recurring actions and experiences 
such as starting from AI-generated ideas, asking AI for outlines, reorganizing paragraphs, copying AI text, 
modifying AI suggestions, feeling more confident, evaluating AI responses, noticing weak arguments, and 
reflecting on paragraph connection. 

In the third stage, related codes were grouped into preliminary themes. These themes were reviewed across 
data sources to ensure that they reflected consistent patterns rather than isolated responses. For example, 
codes related to brainstorming, topic narrowing, and identifying writing directions were grouped under the 
broader theme of initial idea activation. Codes related to outlining, sequencing, transitions, and essay 
structure were grouped under writing workflow and organization. Codes related to confidence, reduced 
anxiety, and emotional reassurance were grouped under affective engagement. Codes related to copy-paste 
behavior, minimal modification, and heavy reliance on AI were grouped under AI dependency and passive 
uptake. Codes related to evaluating suggestions, comparing arguments, and revising ideas were grouped 
under reflective thinking and metacognitive awareness. 

In the fourth stage, the themes were reviewed, refined, and named to align with the research questions. The 
final themes were then interpreted in relation to the concept of cognitive scaffolding, student engagement, 
and critical thinking in EFL academic writing. Evidence from interviews, reflection journals, screen 
recordings, and writing documents was compared to strengthen the credibility of the interpretation. The 
analysis was conducted manually to maintain interpretive sensitivity, transparency, and close engagement 
with the data (Miles et al., 2020; Saldaña, 2021). 
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2.6 Trustworthiness 

        Several strategies were used to enhance the trustworthiness of the study. First, data triangulation was 
applied by using multiple sources of evidence, including classroom observations, screen recordings, writing 
documents, interview transcripts, and reflection journals. This allowed the researcher to compare students’ 
reported experiences with their observable writing behavior and actual written drafts. Second, 

methodological triangulation was used by combining observation, document analysis, interviews, and 
reflective writing. This helped provide a more comprehensive understanding of how students used 
generative AI prompts during writing. 

Third, an audit trail was maintained throughout the research process. The researcher documented data 
collection procedures, coding decisions, theme development, and analytic reflections to make the research 
process more transparent and traceable. Fourth, thick description was used in reporting the findings by 
providing detailed contextual information, participant accounts, and examples from writing practices. This 
helped readers understand how AI-assisted writing occurred in the specific EFL academic writing context. 
Fifth, constant comparison was used during analysis to check whether emerging themes were supported 
across different participants and data sources. These procedures were intended to strengthen credibility, 
dependability, and confirmability in the qualitative analysis. 

3. Findings 

3.1 Students’ Use of Generative AI Prompts during the Academic Writing Process 

        The findings show that students used generative AI prompts across different stages of academic writing, 
particularly during idea generation, outlining, drafting, organization, and revision. At the beginning of the 
writing process, several students reported difficulty transforming a broad topic into specific ideas. This 
difficulty was reflected in AL’s statement: “I’m usually confused about where to start. Sometimes I already 
know the theme, but I don’t know what specific ideas to bring up.” For students who experienced this kind of 
initial writing block, AI prompts helped provide possible angles, topic directions, and starting points for 
writing. 

Students also used AI prompts to generate rough outlines and organize their early writing plans. NY 
explained, “I immediately get a rough structure. It helps me see the order of ideas.” This indicates that AI was 
used not only to produce content but also to help students visualize the sequence of ideas before drafting. RF 
similarly stated, “Before using AI, it took me more than an hour to compose an opening paragraph… After using 
AI prompts…the writing process became more focused and efficient.” These responses suggest that AI prompts 
reduced uncertainty in the early stages of writing and helped students enter the composing process with 
greater clarity. During drafting, AI was used to expand and develop ideas. AJ described AI as “like a sparring 
partner in critical thinking,” while RS stated, “AI encouraged me to develop arguments, not just descriptions.” 
BY added, “I can explore many possibilities before choosing one main idea,” and FR explained, “AI helped me 
combine various ideas into a cohesive new idea.” These accounts show that some students used AI prompts as 
a dialogic thinking tool. Rather than immediately accepting AI-generated responses, they used AI to explore 
alternatives, compare possible arguments, and decide which ideas were most relevant to their writing 
purpose. 

The screen-recorded writing sessions and document analysis further showed that students used AI prompts 
to improve structure and flow. In several pre-AI drafts, particularly those written by AL, AJ, RS, FR, and BY, 
the essays displayed weak openings, loosely connected ideas, and limited transitions. After using prompts 
such as “Can you give me a structure outline…?”, their later drafts showed clearer introductions, more visible 
thesis statements, more logical sequencing of arguments, and stronger transitions between paragraphs. DW’s 
draft showed a similar shift: before AI use, the essay lacked clear organization; after AI-assisted writing, it 
adopted a five-paragraph structure and used connectors such as “This shows that…” and “Therefore…” to 



Voices of English Language Education Society 10(1), 2026  
  

 

 
95 

 

strengthen textual progression. These findings indicate that students used generative AI prompts as writing 
support across multiple stages, not merely as a grammar correction tool. AI helped them begin writing, 
develop ideas, organize arguments, and revise structure. However, students’ use of AI varied in quality. Some 
students treated AI as a source of options to be evaluated and adapted, while others used it more directly as 
a source of ready-made text. 

3.2 Generative AI Prompts as Scaffolding for Idea Development, Organization, and Reflective Revision 

 The second research question examined how generative AI prompts functioned as cognitive scaffolding 
in students’ academic writing. The findings indicate that AI prompts acted as scaffolding when they helped 
students perform writing tasks that they found difficult, particularly generating ideas, structuring essays, 
developing arguments, improving coherence, and evaluating draft weaknesses. Table 1 summarizes the main 
scaffolding functions identified from the data. 

Table 1. Generative AI Prompts as Cognitive Scaffolding in Students’ Academic Writing 

Scaffolding 
function 

Selected evidence Interpretation 

Activating initial 
ideas 

“I’m usually confused about where to start… I don’t 
know what specific ideas to bring up.” — AL 

AI helped students overcome initial 
writing blocks and identify possible 
directions for writing. 

Creating a writing 
structure 

“I immediately get a rough structure. It helps me 
see the order of ideas.” — NY 

AI made essay structure more visible and 
manageable for students. 

Supporting 
argument 
development 

“AI encouraged me to develop arguments, not just 
descriptions.” — RS 

AI helped students move beyond 
descriptive writing toward more 
argumentative thinking. 

Encouraging idea 
selection 

“I can explore many possibilities before choosing 
one main idea.” — BY 

AI gave students options that they could 
compare before deciding on a writing 
direction. 

Improving 
paragraph 
connection 

“After seeing AI’s suggestions, I understand better 
how to make connections between one paragraph 
and another.” — AJ/RF 

AI supported students’ awareness of 
coherence and paragraph relationships. 

Supporting 
reflective revision 

“AI helped me realize my paragraphs were too long, 
arguments were weak, or transitions were unclear.” 
— FR/BY 

AI helped students notice weaknesses and 
revise their drafts more purposefully. 

 

As shown in Table 1, one of the clearest scaffolding functions of AI prompts was idea activation. Students 
who initially struggled to begin writing were able to use AI prompts to generate possible directions and 
identify more specific points to develop. This support was especially useful during the pre-writing stage 
because it helped students move from vague topic awareness to a more workable writing plan. In this sense, 
AI did not simply supply answers; it helped students identify what could be written and how their ideas 
might be developed. 

AI prompts also scaffolded writing organization. Students used AI-generated outlines to understand possible 
essay structures, arrange ideas, and create clearer paragraph sequences. The development of more explicit 
introductions, thesis statements, and transitions in later drafts suggests that AI made organizational patterns 
more visible. However, the data also show that this scaffolding was more meaningful when students adapted 
AI-generated structures to fit their own writing purposes. NY and RS, for example, reported that they 
adjusted AI suggestions rather than copying them directly, indicating that AI worked as a support for 
organization rather than a fixed template. 

Another important scaffolding function appeared in argument development and reflective revision. RS’s 
statement that AI encouraged him to develop “arguments, not just descriptions” suggests that AI helped 
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students recognize the argumentative demands of academic writing. BY’s statement about exploring “many 
possibilities before choosing one main idea” also shows that AI prompted comparison and selection. This 
process is important because critical writing requires students to evaluate alternatives, decide which 
argument is most suitable, and organize their position coherently. 

The strongest evidence of cognitive scaffolding appeared in students’ reflective use of AI during revision. AJ 
and RF stated, “Usually, I write just following what I think at the time. But after seeing AI’s suggestions, I 
understand better how to make connections between one paragraph and another.” This suggests that AI helped 
students become more aware of coherence and paragraph relationships. AL and NY described a more 
deliberate decision-making process: “I don’t write right away. I ask the AI to give me some arguments, then I 
consider which one best fits my position. From there, I organize my own ideas.” FR and BY further noted, “AI 
helped me realize my paragraphs were too long, arguments were weak, or transitions were unclear.” These 
responses indicate that AI prompts supported metacognitive awareness by helping students notice 
weaknesses, evaluate options, and revise more deliberately. The findings, therefore, show that generative AI 
prompts functioned as cognitive scaffolding when students remained active in interpreting and adapting AI 
responses. AI-supported idea development, organization, and revision are most effective when students use 
it to think through choices rather than replace their own writing decisions. 

3.3 Forms of Engagement and Risks in Students’ Use of Generative AI Prompts 

       The third research question focused on the forms of engagement and risks that emerged from students’ 
use of generative AI prompts. The findings revealed two contrasting patterns. On the one hand, AI supported 
students’ affective and cognitive engagement by reducing hesitation, increasing confidence, and helping 
them continue writing when they felt stuck. On the other hand, AI also created risks of dependency, 
particularly when students copied AI-generated text or accepted AI suggestions without critical evaluation. 
Table 2 summarizes these forms of engagement and risk. 

Table 2. Forms of Engagement and Risks in Students’ Use of Generative AI Prompts 

Category Evidence Interpretation 

Affective 
engagement 

“I feel more confident because when I’m confused, I can 
ask AI first. It feels like having a friend who is always 
ready to help.” — BY 

AI reduced uncertainty and increased 
students’ confidence during writing. 

Affective 
engagement 

“I used to be afraid of making mistakes… Now I’m 
calmer, because I have a ‘backup of ideas’ when I get 
stuck.” — DW 

AI helped students manage fear of error 
and writing anxiety. 

Cognitive 
engagement 

“AI encouraged me to develop arguments, not just 
descriptions.” — RS 

AI stimulated students to think more 
deeply about argument development. 

Productive 
persistence 

“I used to only be able to write one paragraph, but now I 
can write three to five paragraphs because I have 
references.” — RF 

AI helped students sustain writing and 
expand their drafts. 

Reflective 
engagement 

“I ask the AI to give me some arguments, then I consider 
which one best fits my position.” — AL/NY 

AI supported evaluation and selective use 
of ideas. 

Dependency 
risk 

“If I’ve been given a good text from the AI, I just copy-
paste it and change it slightly. Sometimes I don’t change 
it at all.” — RF 

AI use became problematic when students 
treated generated text as a finished 
product. 

Dependency 
risk 

DW admitted relying completely on AI for important 
sections such as the introduction and conclusion. 

AI could reduce student authorship when 
used as a substitute for independent 
composing. 

 

The first pattern was affective engagement. Several students described AI as a source of reassurance during 
writing. BY stated, “I feel more confident because when I’m confused, I can ask AI first. It feels like having a 
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friend who is always ready to help.” DW similarly explained, “I used to be afraid of making mistakes, afraid that 
my writing would be bad. Now I’m calmer, because I have a ‘backup of ideas’ when I get stuck.” These responses 
indicate that AI helped reduce writing-related hesitation and gave students emotional support when they 
experienced uncertainty. For students who often felt blocked at the beginning of writing, immediate AI 
responses created a sense of security and encouraged them to continue. AI also supported cognitive 
engagement and writing persistence. RF explained, “I used to only be able to write one paragraph, but now I 
can write three to five paragraphs because I have references.” This suggests that AI helped students sustain 
writing by providing ideas, examples, or references that could be developed further. Other students, 
including AL, AJ, and RS, reported greater willingness to try new styles and express opinions more openly. 
These findings suggest that AI prompts encouraged students to engage more actively with the writing 
process by exploring ideas, extending arguments, and revising their drafts. 

However, the same tool also produced clear risks. Some students used AI-generated responses passively and 
showed signs of dependency. RF admitted, “If I’ve been given a good text from the AI, I just copy-paste it and 
change it slightly. Sometimes I don’t change it at all.” Screen-recorded writing sessions supported this finding, 
showing that in some unsupervised sessions, students copied AI-generated passages directly into their 
essays without meaningful modification. DW also admitted relying completely on AI for important sections 
such as the introduction and conclusion. These examples show that AI sometimes became a substitute for 
students’ own composing rather than a scaffold for learning. The findings reveal that engagement and risk 
existed side by side in AI-assisted writing. AI promoted engagement when students used it to ask questions, 
compare options, revise ideas, and improve organization. It became risky when students treated AI as an 
authority or a shortcut. The distinction depends largely on whether students remained active decision-
makers in the writing process. When students evaluated and adapted AI responses, prompts functioned as 
cognitive scaffolding. When students copied or minimally modified AI output, the scaffolding potential 
weakened, and students’ intellectual ownership became less visible. 

4. Discussion 
The findings of this study show that generative AI prompts played a meaningful but ambivalent role in 

EFL academic writing. AI prompts helped students activate initial ideas, organize arguments, revise drafts, 
and reflect on writing decisions, but they also created risks of dependency when students treated AI-
generated responses as ready-made text. This duality is central to understanding AI-assisted writing: 
generative AI is neither automatically empowering nor inherently harmful. Its educational value depends on 
how students engage with it during the writing process. When students used AI to explore alternatives, 
compare ideas, identify weak transitions, and revise arguments, AI functioned as a cognitive scaffold. 
However, when they copied AI-generated text with minimal modification, AI shifted from being a scaffold to 
becoming a substitute for students’ own thinking and authorship. This pattern is consistent with the study’s 
classroom observations, screen-recorded sessions, writing documents, interviews, and reflection journals, 
which showed both productive engagement and passive dependence in students’ AI-assisted writing 
practices.  

One important contribution of AI prompts was their ability to support students at the early stages of writing. 
Several students struggled not because they lacked a general understanding of the topic, but because they 
did not know how to transform broad ideas into specific, developable points. AI prompts helped reduce this 
initial writing blockage by providing possible directions, outlines, and argumentative angles. This finding 
reinforces the view that EFL academic writing difficulties are not limited to grammar and vocabulary, but 
also involve idea generation, argument development, organization, and rhetorical control (Altınmakas & 
Bayyurt, 2018; Bulqiyah et al., 2021; Chuang & Yan, 2022; Toba et al., 2019). In this study, AI was useful 
because it made writing pathways visible. Students could see how ideas might be sequenced, how thesis 
statements could be framed, and how transitions could connect paragraphs. Nevertheless, this support 
became educationally meaningful only when students adapted AI suggestions to their own writing purposes 
rather than accepting them as fixed templates. 
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The findings also suggest that generative AI prompts can scaffold metacognitive awareness and critical 
thinking when students remain active decision-makers. Some participants used AI to compare arguments, 
select ideas that matched their position, recognize long paragraphs, identify weak reasoning, and revise 
unclear transitions. These behaviors indicate that AI-supported planning, monitoring, evaluation, and 
revision, which are central to metacognitive writing development (Huang & Zhang, 2022; Qin et al., 2022; 
Sun & Zhang, 2022; Teng, 2020). Critical thinking in this study was not treated as an abstract ability or test 
score, but as a process visible in students’ writing decisions: what to include, what to reject, how to organize 
arguments, and how to revise weak ideas. From this perspective, AI prompts supported critical thinking not 
by producing better answers, but by giving students options to question, evaluate, and transform. The 
strongest evidence of scaffolding appeared when students used AI-generated responses as provisional input 
for reflection, not as final text. 

Another important finding concerns students’ affective engagement. AI prompts helped some students feel 
calmer, more confident, and more willing to continue writing when they felt stuck. Students described AI as 
a “friend” or a “backup of ideas,” suggesting that AI reduced hesitation and made writing feel more 
manageable. This affective support matters because EFL academic writing often creates anxiety, especially 
when students must develop ideas, organize arguments, and manage language accuracy simultaneously. 
However, confidence alone is not sufficient. Emotional comfort becomes pedagogically valuable only when it 
leads to deeper engagement with planning, argumentation, revision, and self-evaluation. If confidence results 
only in copying AI-generated text, then AI may reduce anxiety while weakening learning. Therefore, the 
affective benefit of AI should be directed toward reflective writing practices rather than passive reliance. 

The risk of overreliance remains the most serious challenge identified in this study. Some students copied 
AI-generated passages directly, made only minor modifications, or depended heavily on AI for important 
sections such as introductions and conclusions. This finding aligns with concerns that learners may overtrust 
automated responses, adopt a surface-level proofreading orientation, or accept AI output without sufficient 
evaluation (Ranalli, 2021; Wang, 2024; Zhang & Hyland, 2018; Zhang, 2020). The issue is not merely 
academic dishonesty, but the possible weakening of students’ intellectual ownership. When AI makes 
rhetorical decisions on behalf of students, they may lose opportunities to practice argument construction, 
organization, and revision. For this reason, AI-assisted writing instruction should require students to make 
their decision-making visible. Teachers can ask students to submit prompts, selected AI responses, annotated 
revisions, and short reflections explaining what they accepted, rejected, or modified. Such practices can shift 
AI use from hidden dependency to accountable learning. 

These findings imply that generative AI should be integrated into EFL academic writing through explicit 
instructional guidance. Students need prompt literacy, including how to write context-rich prompts, ask for 
alternatives, request explanations, evaluate accuracy, and revise AI output into student-owned writing. 
Teachers should frame AI as a scaffold for thinking, not as a source of finished text. AI-supported writing 
tasks should also emphasize process rather than product by requiring drafting, reflection, peer discussion, 
and revision evidence. Because students with stronger digital literacy and motivation appeared more capable 
of using AI critically, unguided AI use may widen learning differences. The study is limited by its small sample 
of 10 students, its single-course context, and its short four-session duration, so the findings should be 
interpreted as context-specific rather than generalizable. Future studies should examine AI-assisted writing 
longitudinally, compare guided and unguided AI use, and investigate how prompt literacy instruction affects 
students’ writing quality, metacognitive awareness, and critical thinking. The central contribution of this 
study is its process-oriented insight: generative AI prompts can support EFL academic writing when they 
help students think, organize, evaluate, and revise, but they become problematic when they replace students’ 
own reasoning and authorship. 
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5. Conclusion  

The use of generative AI in EFL academic writing should be understood less as a question of whether 
students may use AI and more as a question of how they learn to think with it. This study shows that 
generative AI prompts can support students’ academic writing when they function as cognitive scaffolding 
rather than as a substitute for authorship. Students used AI prompts to activate initial ideas, generate 
possible writing directions, organize arguments, improve paragraph flow, and identify weaknesses in their 
drafts. For several participants, AI also reduced hesitation and increased confidence during writing, 
especially when they felt stuck or uncertain. These findings indicate that AI prompts can make the writing 
process more manageable by supporting idea development, organization, and reflective revision. However, 
the study also revealed a critical tension: some students used AI-generated responses passively, copied text 
with minimal revision, or relied heavily on AI for important essay sections. This suggests that the value of 
generative AI depends not on the tool itself, but on students’ ability to evaluate, adapt, and take ownership 
of AI-supported writing decisions.  

The study therefore, calls for AI-assisted writing instruction that foregrounds student agency, prompt 
literacy, and critical reflection. Teachers should guide students to use AI as a source of questions, alternatives, 
outlines, and feedback rather than as a provider of finished text. Writing tasks should require students to 
document prompts, explain how they used AI responses, justify revisions, and reflect on what remained their 
own intellectual contribution. Although this study offers rich process-based insights, it was limited to 10 
undergraduate EFL students in one Academic Writing course and was conducted across four instructional 
sessions. Future research should involve larger and more diverse participants, examine AI-assisted writing 
over longer periods, and compare guided and unguided AI use to determine how prompt literacy and teacher 
mediation influence writing quality, critical thinking, and learner autonomy. The main contribution of this 
study lies in showing that generative AI prompts can become meaningful scaffolds for EFL academic writing 
only when they help students develop, not bypass, their own thinking. 
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